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ABSTRACT
PLAYERS, CONSUMERS AND CREATORS:
LITERACY ORIENTATIONS AMONG ADOLESCENTS ATTENDING A SMALL, RURAL
SCHOOL
BY
Christina Robison
University of New Hampshire, May, 2016
This phenomenological study identifies three distinct literacy orientations among
ten eighth and ninth grade students who attend a small, rural school in Northern
New England: Game Players, Critical Consumers, and Aspirational Creators. In
order to understand ongoing challenges for rural students in post-secondary life,
students’ literacy practices, values and beliefs are examined within the context
of students’ lived experiences and analyzed through the lens of literacy
sponsorship. Their literacy practices, which are superficially uniform, are shown to
have varying significance depending upon their literacy orientations.

These

underlying philosophies represent the purpose students perceive their literacy
practices serve: to further their academic careers, to enhance and enrich their
personal lives, and to contribute to the world.

Literacy educators are

encouraged to promote writing, privilege student choice, and foster collegeready thinking when implementing literacy instruction.
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I: OVERVIEW
I’ve mostly lived right in the middle of everything.
(Kendra, October 17, 2014, 376)
Welcome to Mountainville
When you come around a certain bend in the road heading east across
Northern New England, you might be surprised to see seemingly endless forests
thin into residential homes and then a small business district. In the town of
Mountainville, vintage, road-side motels line the main road through town, their
parking lots crowded with trucks and trailers, toting ATVs or snow mobiles,
depending on the time of the year. There is one Chinese restaurant, one Italian
restaurant, two fast-food chains and a small cabin that houses a bookshop and
café. Head in one direction and you will be at the base of a natural wonder of
the world. Head in another, and you will find a Walmart, a hospital, a
community college and a federal prison. Cell service is spotty, but most
businesses that cater to tourists offer free Wi-Fi.
At the center of town is a local history museum, a small public library, a
preschool/primary school, and Mountainville Secondary School, a single brick
building that houses grades 6-12 for a four-town township. Abandoned factories
sit desolately on the edge of the two lane highway. A federal prison, ten miles
outside of town, provides most employment opportunities to local residents, and
the opportunity to work there actually draws people from other states. To a
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suburban kid like me, this town feels remote, quaint even, three hours from any
major city. However, when I ask a series of young adolescents to describe the
area in which they live, they are hesitant to describe their town as rural.
I ask, “Do you consider yourself to have grown up in the country, in a
suburb, or in the city?”
Kendra1, a 9th grader, points to her family’s small apartment, which we
can see through the window of the guidance counselor’s office where I am
conducting the interview.
I would say in - I would say in the city, because like, where I've lived,
I've mostly lived like, right in the middle of everything. Like, I’m
always in the middle of everything, like, there was so much things
going on where I lived, like, I lived, literally, right there – (October 17,
2014, 376-388)
Soozy, also a 9th grader, describes the town as a suburb.
I grew up here my whole life, and it's not like, in the middle of
nowhere, it's not like there's a lot of farms around, um, but it's also
not a city at all. It's kind of like a tourist town, so there's like a lot of
things that people come here to see, and like, they'll come here for
the leaves, and they'll come for the restaurants and stuff like that,
um, yeah, so I would probably say like a little town or suburb.
(October 17, 2014, 452-456)

All names are pseudonyms. Participants named themselves, including first and last names and
spelling. I have elected to use only the first names they chose in the reporting of my findings.
1
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Of the ten students I interviewed in this township, which is classified as remote
rural according to United States census data, only two of them identified
themselves as living in a rural area.
Rationale for Research
The promise of education is the potential it holds for promoting equality
and social mobility – for furthering the opportunity for all students to be
thoughtful citizens and have a good quality of life – to raise their children without
fear of housing or food insecurity, or violence provoked across racial, ethnic or
socioeconomic lines. The reality, we know, is far different. A century and a half
of educational reform efforts have not erased the deep divisions we see in
achievement, or in society.
College Degree Attainment
Benefits of college degree attainment. College degree attainment is
linked not only to better financial security, improved quality of life, and better
physical health, but to a stronger national economy and a more equitable
society (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013; Schafer, Wilkinson, & Ferraro, 2013). It follows
that the risk associated with not having an education contribute to lower
earnings over one’s lifetime, dependence on financial assistance, increased
likelihood of job turnover and a more stratified society(Baum et al., 2013).
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The need for increased college degree attainment has been identified as
the first priority of the United States Department of Education, with the goal of
increasing the number of adults aged 25-34 who have attained college degrees
from 44% in 2014 to 60% in 2020 (FY 2015 Annual Performance Report (APR) and
FY 2017 Annual Performance Plan (APP), 2016). In accordance with this goal,
the United States Department of Education continues to fund junior high and
high school-based college readiness programs, including Gear Up and Trio,
nationwide (Baum et al., 2013). These programs begin for students as early as 8th
grade and emphasize study skills, academic performance and enrollment in
college preparatory coursework (Bernstein, Edmunds, Fesler, & Society for
Research on Educational, 2014).
Shift in college-level literacy expectations. As the necessity of college
degree attainment is more apparent, the literacy demands placed on college
students are increasing with regard to volume and complexity. According to
Yancey (2009), students entering universities one hundred years ago were
predominantly white, male and middle-upper class; they were likely to be
obtaining a liberal arts education, and to be expected to enroll in “writing
courses that focused not on writing but on the consumption of literature. The
literacy demands were predictable, narrow, and consistent” (Yancey, 2009, p.
257). In contrast, the diversity of college degree programs in the last twenty
years extends to, among many others, two- and four- year college degree
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programs in online, commuter and residential formats. College students
represent a broader range of social classes as well as racial, ethnic and linguistic
diversity. The skills necessary to navigate these programs have, accordingly,
shifted. Yancey emphasizes five themes that apply to expectations placed on
students across the landscape of post-secondary programs:
1. Students need to be able to develop a writing process that is
adaptable across occasion, purpose, audience and time.
2. Students need to be able to access, consume, interpret and
evaluate information, both in print and online.
3. Students need to be able to think critically.
4. Students need to self-assess and reflect on their own
performance
5. Students need to create new texts and, ideally, new knowledge.
(Yancey, 2009, p. 258)
The demands of college literacy extend beyond reading and writing about
literature and instead emphasize the synthesis and creation of knowledge
across disciplines.
As the literacy demands at universities continue to increase, more
attention has been paid to high school literacy demands and adolescent
literacy performance (Snipes, Horwitz, & Council of the Great City, 2008; Yancey,
2009). Adolescents, who are often described as a “marginalized group”
regardless of other social factors (Lesko, 2001), are increasingly the subject of
research and the object of policy with regard to their literacy achievement.
There is a wealth of information about the literacy achievement of adolescents
in general, and adolescents from urban areas in particular. The emphasis on
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college preparedness especially targets first-generation college students and
students in poverty. Schools in urban areas are viewed as the primary sites of
educational and economic disparity in the United States (Snipes et al., 2008).
Challenges for rural adolescents. Adolescents in rural areas face
comparable levels of poverty and educational attainment as urban students;
however, less attention is paid to understanding literacy outcomes among rural
students. Rural communities are often vibrant, economically dynamic and
socially diverse spaces (Donehower, Hogg, & Schell, 2007). However, “being
rural adds yet additional barriers to populations already disadvantaged by
virtue of other circumstances” (Bailey, 1992). For example, one study of rural
Pennsylvania students revealed that
Rural schools with a larger population of economically
disadvantaged students had lower college enrollment and
persistence rates than rural schools serving a smaller population of
economically disadvantaged students—even after controlling for
other factors. (C. Howley, Johnson, Passa, Uekawa, & Regional
Educational Laboratory, 2014)
Students who are classified as rural and low-SES are at a double disadvantage.
Remote rural students are the least likely to enroll and among the most likely to
drop out of college between their first and second years (C. Howley et al., 2014).
In 2009, 48% of remote rural students in Pennsylvania enrolled in college,
compared to 64% of their non-rural peers. 79% of those enrolled persisted from
their first to second year of college.
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Arguably, one factor influencing post-secondary success of rural students
is literacy achievement (Penrose, 2002). However, rural adolescent literacy is
rarely studied on its own. State and federal programs that specifically address
the needs of rural adolescents are equally rare. Although privilege across the
United States is often delineated along racial lines, this does not mean that there
is no stratification within seemingly racially homogenous groups. One stereotype
of rural communities – that they lack diversity because they appear racially
homogenous - masks the deep divisions between the individuals, families and
groups living there (Donehower et al., 2007). The National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) indicates that socioeconomic status (SES) has a
greater impact on educational achievement than race alone (Applegate,
Applegate, McGeehan, Pinto, & Kong, 2009). Moreover, the population
diversity of rural communities varies depending on the geographical location,
industries and other factors associated with those communities; for example,
proximity to a Native American reservation or the prevalence of migrant
laborers as members of that community (Johnson & Lichter, 2010).
Paucity of research on rural adolescents. The underrepresentation of rural
students in adolescent literacy research may be attributed to metrocentrism –
the underlying assumption that privileges urban centers as sites of progress and
focuses the majority of social analysis within these urban centers (Go, 2014). This
assumption directs the attention of researchers and policy makers away from
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students in rural areas and emphasizes the experiences of urban and suburban
adolescents. However, increased visibility of rural adolescents in the field of
adolescent literacy research is crucial to understanding the full picture of
literacy achievement and promoting the goal of college degree attainment in
the United States. Rural adolescents represent nearly one-third of the United
States population of this age (Provasnik et al., 2007). The social structures of rural
communities make them rich sites for understanding the complex relationships
that support literacy development. Lastly, as pressures at the state and federal
level force many rural communities to consider school consolidation measures,
opportunities to study rural populations in their communities of origin may
become more and more rare (A. Howley, Howley, Hendrickson, Belcher, &
Howley, 2012).
Literacy sponsorship, a concept introduced by Deborah Brandt (Brandt,
1998), refers to the relationships that define literacy practices, values and beliefs
over the course of one’s lifetime. Individuals or institutions, agents or agencies
promote and somehow benefit from certain literacy practices; in other words,
literacy sponsors promote the kind of literacy that serves their own interest. This
concept has been identified as one useful model for understanding rural literacy
(Brandt, 1998; Donehower et al., 2007). According to Donehower et. al., in rural
communities, which tend to be insular, academic literacy is frequently
associated with outside forces which contradict local knowledge and threaten
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to undermine local culture. They identify the relationship between literacy
sponsors and sponsees as instrumental for researchers hoping to understand
rural literacies, whether it be the kind of sponsorship offered by parents and
families, community institutions like church and recreational centers, or schools
and teachers.
Research Questions
As the literacy demands of colleges increase, more and more students
are entering college unprepared. While this is true of students across
geographical areas in the United States, the focus of adolescent literacy
research remains directed at primarily urban populations. There is a
demonstrated need for increased rural adolescent literacy research, in the
hopes that, among other things, it might help educators address the tendency
of rural teens to drop out of college. To this end, this study asked:


How do adolescent students attending a small, rural school perceive the
purpose of literacy?



What role do they perceive it as playing in their past and present? How
do they anticipate using literacy in the future?

To answer these questions, I conducted a series of twenty-three
phenomenological interviews with ten eighth and ninth grade students who
attended a small, rural school in Northern New England in the fall of 2014. I
conducted qualitative data analysis to ascertain and group these participants’
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literacy practices, values and beliefs. Understanding patterns of sponsorship was
meant to provide a window into the multi-generational world of Mountainville,
the ties between students, families and the community, and the literacy
experiences that make up their day-to-day experiences.
Deborah Brandt (1998) argues that literacy and social well-being are
intrinsically linked. This study was designed to use Brandt’s(1998) model of
literacy sponsorship to provide insight into the perceptions and lived
experiences of literacy practices amongst eighth and ninth grade students
attending school in a rural community. Rural communities depend upon
educating and retaining its young population in order to remain sustainable.
However, rural students are less likely to enroll in college and, even if they enroll,
persist in attaining a college degree. The shift in literacy expectations from high
school to college is drastic, and sometimes cited as a reason why students drop
out of college after their freshman year. Understanding the patterns of
sponsorship that exist for students in rural communities represented one
opportunity to shed light on why some fare very well in their post-secondary life
and others do not.
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II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
I was one of the few kids who really loved to read, so yeah, I mean,
they encouraged that ability, but again, they also sometimes had
to remind me, just don't let reading get in the way of school.
(Jeffrey, September 19, 2014, 351-353)
This study situates work in adolescent literacy within the fields of rural
education and rural studies. Accordingly, literature from each of these three
broad areas is reviewed. Adolescent literacy research is a distinct field under
the umbrella of literacy research, so the big picture of literacy theory and
research is explained broadly and the aspects unique to adolescent literacy are
explained in more detail.
The rationale for this study states that literacy among rural adolescents is
not studied with the same degree of depth as urban adolescent literacy, and
that this presents challenges to understanding and addressing the
underrepresentation of rural students with regard to post-secondary degree
attainment. For the last two hundred years, life in urban centers has been the
subject of much research and discussion. In fact, the idea of studying sociology
emerged from the desire to understand the struggles and conflicts created
when large, disparate populations began encountering one another in urban
areas (Go, 2014). Rural areas were seen as remnants of a vanishing time and
were not given much attention, the assumption being that these small towns
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would disappear as older generations passed and younger generations moved
away, lured by the promise for new opportunities. This has not proved to be the
case; rural communities are still very much a part of the American story, and
literacy research among rural adolescents warrants more attention than it is
currently receiving. The relative dearth of rural adolescent literacy research
compared to adolescent literacy research among other groups represents an
opportunity in the field to learn about this group and to serve the needs of rural
communities in the twenty first century.
Adolescent Literacy
Adolescence in Research
The period of life known as adolescence was first categorized in the early
20th century to distinguish a period between childhood and adulthood (Crosnoe
& Johnson, 2011). In a historical moment in which compulsory education and
child labor laws were emerging, defining a period of “adolescence”
represented an opportunity for furthering the education of a young person
before they began work. In the decade that followed, the period of
adolescence became more broadly defined and contextually understood
within an individual’s growth and development and the role of adolescents in
society (Dornbusch, Petersen, & Hetherington, 1991).
A life course framework for adolescence provides a way of understanding
the biological and sociological factors that constitute and perpetuate the idea
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of adolescence in contemporary research (Crosnoe & Johnson, 2011). This
ranges from understanding the unique hormonal and developmental
characteristics of adolescents to studying the physical and social spaces they
inhabit. Adolescents encounter social realities that are unique to their time of
life, for example, intense peer relationships and individuation from parents. The
consequent behaviors associated with this time of life have wide-reaching
implications for researchers in an array of disciplines in the scientific and social
scientific fields.
The construct of adolescence as a period of “storm and strife” (Lesko,
2001) has contributed to public policy and discourse that police adolescents
more strongly than children or adults; accordingly, a critical understanding of
adolescents as a marginalized group shapes much of the contemporary social
research about this population, particularly in education.
For the sake of consistency with major adolescent literacy studies
considered for this research, chronological age and grade are used as
demarcations of adolescence, according to the definition from Moje, Overby,
Tysvaer & Morris (2008) “youth between grades six and twelve, with an
approximate age range of twelve to eighteen.” In establishing this definition,
they considered:
•

Changing independent status
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•

Advancing cognitive development

•

Secondary school context

These are consistent with the life course framework described above, as they
represent biological, developmental and social characteristics of adolescence.
Literacy theory. Reading instruction has been a hallmark of American
education since the founding of Grammar schools in the U.S. by European
colonists in the 17th century; however, the idea of “reading research” did not
emerge until the early 20th century (Smith & International Reading Association,
2002). Since then, literacy has risen to the forefront of educational research.
The theoretical models that drive literacy research have largely shifted over the
past 100 years from a skills-based view, in which students were perceived as
adding reading skills over time before being able to read authentic literature for
practical purposes and pleasure, to a complex and fluid view of literate
practices that children incorporate and enact from very early childhood
through adulthood. These literate practices reflect individual, social and cultural
realities. This brief overview of the theories of literacy that have shaped literacy
research and pedagogy includes:


Sociocognitive



Social Constructivism



Sociocultural Theory
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Liberation/Critical Theory



New Literacy Studies

Sociocognitive view. Though almost universally regarded as the keystone
of a high quality education, literacy has become a contentious issue as
researchers promote conflicting beliefs about the nature of literacy and its role
in a student’s academic development. The diverse and shifting array of beliefs
and assumptions that surround literacy are evident throughout the 20 th century.
Nila Banton-Smith characterizes the early-to-mid 20th century as the “Initial
Period of Emphasis Upon Scientific Investigation in Reading.” During this period,
reading methods textbooks emerged that promoted the teaching of discrete
literacy skills, emphasizing “the central role of basal reading material in reading
instruction” (Martinez & McGee, 2000). Basal reading programs provided the
foundation of reading instruction from approximately 1910 – 1985 (Martinez &
McGee, 2000). Basal reading programs use texts that are written specifically to
teach reading skills (as opposed to “authentic” literature produced for interest
or trade) (Bloome & Nieto, 1989). These reading programs reflect the belief that
reading is a skill-based activity that one acquires over time in a systematic way.
Reading skills are viewed as stepping stones that a student climbs, or building
blocks that a student adds to her/his skill set over time.
Social constructivism. Research conducted in the 1970s and 1980s
investigated young children’s experiences with literature and the ways many
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preschool-aged children learned to read and write outside of a classroom
setting (Martinez & McGee, 2000). Reading research and instruction shifted to
reflect what became characterized as a “social constructivist” view of
education, a belief that students constructed meaning from educational
experiences in recursive fashion over time (Garrison, 1995); Gee (1996) identified
this paradigm shift as the “social turn in literacy theory and research” (Moje &
Luke, 2009, p. 416). Accordingly, this shift was reflected with regard to teacher
education and classroom practice. Beginning in the 1970s, reading methods
textbooks increasingly promoted a literature-centered approach to reading
instruction (Martinez & McGee, 2000). By 1998, only 2% of elementary school
teachers who participated in a large-scale, national survey reported exclusively
relying on basal readers in their classrooms (Martinez & McGee, 2000). More
importantly, 69% of respondents at the time reported making “major changes in
their reading instruction in the past few years” (Martinez & McGee, 2000; Smith &
International Reading Association, 2002). Baumann, author of the study,
interpreted this as an indicator of “a philosophy or programmatic shift” in
reading instruction. Martinez and McGee (2000) identified this conceptual shift
with the emerging prominence of multicultural education (including social,
ethnic and racial sensitivity), sociocultural theory (Gee, 1996; Grote, 2006; B.
Rogoff, 1990) and reader response theory (L. Rosenblatt, 1968; L. M. Rosenblatt,
1986), all of which situate learners within complex meaning-making systems. For
example, Rosenblatt (1968; 1986) describes how readers interact and transact
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with text to make meaning; they construct meaning via their experience of the
text. This represents a radical shift from the skill-based view of reading, where
reading is a one-way street of skill acquisition and application.
Sociocultural theories. Literacy research in the past two decades or so
has emerged that has challenged educators, policy-makers, writers, publishers
and sundry others to re-imagine the definition of literacy and the role it plays in
the lives of readers (Moje & Luke, 2009). Ong (1982) argued that the history of
literacy education is rife with undertones of religious persecution and cultural
imperialism. Since then, many researchers in the field of literacy have
increasingly and deliberately approached their work with an eye toward
inclusivity and cultural sensitivity (Beach, 1997; Enciso, 1997; Guofang, 2010;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Lee, Menkart, Okazawa-Rey, & Network of Educators on
the Americas, 1997; Richardson & Villenas, 2000). This reflects a “liberation
model” (Freire, 2000) of literacy research, emphasizing the value and practice
of critical pedagogy. Moje and Luke (2009) describe the rise of literacy-andidentity studies in literacy research. They explain this movement as evidence of
“resistance to a skill-based view of literacy or to a view of literacy as cognitive
processes enacted independently from people’s motivations, interests and
other social interests” (Moje & Luke, 2009; Street, 1984). Like the increased use of
literature-based reading instruction in classrooms, the emergence of “identity”
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based literacy research reflects a substantive theoretical shift in the way literacy
professionals have reconceptualized literacy.
The emergence of adolescent literacy research. The most crucial and
notable shift for the purposes of this study is the recognition of adolescent
literacy as a distinct research discipline (Snow & Moje, 2010). According to
Snow and Moje (2010), “For years, there was a widespread assumption that
reading instruction was finished by the end of 3rd grade” (p. 66). In 1989, the
Carnegie Council published a document entitled Turning Points: Preparing
American Youth for the 21st Century. The Report of the Task Force on Education
of Young Adolescents (Carnegie Corp. of New York, 1989). The report indicated
that “7 million young people – one in four adolescents” were “extremely
vulnerable to multiple high-risk behaviors and school failure” (Carnegie Corp. of
New York, 1989, p. 8). The responsibility for addressing adolescents’ problems fell
largely on schools, which were urged to reconceptualize the way they
educated students during the middle grades (Ivey, 1999). During the decades
that followed the publication of “Turning Points,” adolescent literacy became
known as a distinct field of study for researchers and pedagogical priority for
educators. Literacy instruction for students in grade four and beyond, which
was practically unheard of in the decades prior, became the norm (Snow &
Moje, 2010).
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It is notable that the discourse of adolescent literacy was formed from a
document focusing on youth at risk for failure. Unsurprisingly, the field of
adolescent literacy has focused primarily on those who struggle: understanding
how and why they struggle, and developing and implementing means by which
they might be more successful (Snow & Moje, 2010). And yet, the more we learn
about the constructs of adolescents and literacy, the more complex they
become (Moje et al., 2008). Who are the adolescents we are talking about?
What do we mean when we say “literacy?” Moje, Overby, Tysvaer and Morris
assert that these are “ill-defined constructs,” which warrant further investigation.
Likewise, the emphasis on struggling or unmotivated adolescent readers
seems to fall within the category of “new expression” (Bonilla-Silva, 2002), a
means by which racially privileged people can categorize another race without
referring to color or race. Bonilla-Silva (Bonilla-Silva, 2002) refers to this as “color
blind racism.” According to Watson (2011), “urban” is another codifier that falls
under new expression. These authors argue that when people make arguments
about struggling or urban students, they really making a generalization about
students of color. In essence, with Turning Points as the hallmark of adolescent
literacy as a field, the population of adolescents implicitly targeted as struggling,
unmotivated, or urban are students of color.
Within this context, contemporary adolescent literacy research has
reinforced the stance that literacy is socio-culturally defined, acquired and
developed (Gee, 1996; Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007; Prior, 2006). The shape of
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adolescent literacy reflects the space an adolescent occupies in the world, their
sense of place, their role in home and family life, and their relationship with
formal and informal schooling (J. P. Gee, 2000; Heath, 1983, 1989; Hull & Schultz,
2001).
Adolescent literacy research in the past decade has increasingly focused
on recognizing and understanding the ways that students engage in out-ofschool literacy (Hull & Schultz, 2002). A review of adolescent literacy research
reveals some commonly cited examples of out-of-school literacy to include:
Leisure-reading, digital literacy and technology, use of home and family
literacies, multi-modal literacies, including comic books and video games that
incorporate images, video and text, other gaming and role play simulations that
incorporate simulation, live action, remote digital interaction, texting and social
networking, hip-hop, rap and other cultural narrative forms (J. P. Gee, 2000;
Kinloch, 2009; Street, 2005).
New literacy studies. According to Mills (Kathy Ann Mills, 2010; Kathy A.
Mills, 2010), the theory that drives this research is increasingly derived from the
New Literacy Studies (NLS) perspective (Street, 2005). Researchers associated
with “New Literacy Studies” (NLS) often present research that demonstrates the
many ways literacy emerges through oppositional and unsanctioned means; i.e.
out of school literacy, rap, graffiti, multimodal technologies and
texts/graphics/videos/films (Street, 2005). For example, Moje and Luke (2009)
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situate literacy research within individual and social identities, and exploring the
ways research has promoted and challenged the fluidity of literary exploration
across genres and media. Ultimately, they argue that literacy practices are
interwoven with the articulation, development and construction of individual
and social identity. Literacy practices can be broadly defined and applied in
ways that help us understand how individuals interact with themselves and one
another in many social contexts. Because it deals with specific identity
categories, as well as the positionality of the participants, this study fits within the
New Literacy Studies framework.
Adolescent literacy research. In spite of the fact that more is known now
than ever before about adolescent literacy, little is known about literacy
amongst rural adolescents. Since1989, when the Carnegie Corporation of New
York’s Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century. The Report
of the Task Force on Education of Young Adolescents (Carnegie Corp. of New
York, 1989) was published, the field of adolescent literacy has demanded the
attention of researchers, policy makers, and teachers (Snow, Martin, & Berman,
2008). Because of regular and intensive assessments at the state and national
level, we know how adolescents fare on annual standardized tests including, for
example, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) test, and how
those results break down demographically (Haynes, 2011).
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The Carnegie Corporation of New York and the National Governor’s
Association issue regular briefs and publications in order to inform the public
about the status of adolescent literacy at the state and national levels, and
offer recommendations for addressing what they see as a crisis in adolescent
literacy (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010; Faggella-Luby, Ware, &
Capozzoli, 2009; Franzak, 2006). One comprehensive review of these
adolescent literacy reports characterized the field of adolescent literacy as “at
best, an emerging field that will continue to strengthen and develop findings
and recommendations based on ongoing qualitative and quantitative
research”(Faggella-Luby et al., 2009, p. 465). Policy documents like these help
shape the national discussion about adolescent literacy and, the nature of the
research that is conducted to address the aforementioned crisis (Franzak, 2006).
In spite of the plethora of these reports, little is known on a broad scale
about the ways that adolescents continue to develop as readers and writers
throughout their teenage years:
We actually know very little – beyond the results of worrisome
standardized test scores and several small-scale ethnographic
studies that challenge the results of those tests – about what
adolescent students can and cannot do in terms of domainspecific literacy tasks; we know even less about what they are
asked to do on a daily basis in school…In other words, we are
making policy recommendations for a context and group of
people for which we have only partial information. (Moje, 2010, p.
112)
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Moje challenges researchers to not assume that test results and small scale
studies reveal the whole picture of adolescent literacy. According to her, the
aggregate picture of the approximately 40 million adolescents who live in the
United States these literacy reports create is much too broad as a jumping off
point for specific policy, teacher education, curricular or pedagogical
recommendations.
The research implications of these documents are, likewise, troubling they indicate which kinds of adolescent readers warrant the most attention from
teachers and researchers (Franzak, 2006; Vasudevan & Campano, 2009).
Vasudevan and Campano (2009) analyzed several of these adolescent literacy
policy documents, and concluded that a preponderance of their
recommendations highlighted (thereby stigmatizing) youth in accordance with
their economically marginalized and racial/ethnic minority status. For example,
the Alliance for Excellent Education (2010), stated that NAEP reading scores
have remained flat, with approximately 60% of students of fourth, eighth, and
twelfth grade students performing below proficient from 1973-2008, even as the
literacy demands from employers have increased.
However, when this is broken down by race/ethnicity, we see that minority
adolescents remain well behind white students in terms of reading
achievement; 45% of white twelfth graders scored at or above proficient on the
NAEP in 2008, compared 29% of American/Alaskan native, 21% of Hispanic, and
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16% of African American twelfth graders. When this is broken down by socioeconomic status (SES), AEE reports that 18% of eighth graders receiving freeand reduced-price lunch scored at or above proficient, in comparison with 44%
among their more affluent counterparts. They point out that “half of incoming
ninth graders in urban, high poverty schools are reading three years or more
below grade level” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010) and point to high
dropout rates among minority students, thereby implying that the two are linked.
One characteristic of these adolescent literacy reports is that they situate
the crisis in adolescent literacy within certain demographical constraints:
readers who are “below proficient,” who are minorities, and who are poor
(Franzak, 2006; Tatum & Muhammad, 2012; Vasudevan & Campano, 2009).
Understanding this crisis, which Brandt (1998) describes as, ”the perceived gap
between rising standards for achievement and people’s ability to meet them,”
requires us to look at the shifting lenses via which we understand what it means
to be literate.
Rural Studies
Rural Geography
Rural areas in the United States are identified by the U.S. Census Bureau,
the Office of Management and Budget, and the Economic Research Service of
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), for the implementation of programs
and laws. Researchers and government agencies use definitions to conduct
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studies and for statistical accuracy, consistency, and validation. The varied
definitions of rural across these agencies (and purposes) make precise
classification of rural areas difficult. According to the US Census Bureau, there
are three categories of “rural”: fringe, distant and remote. Any census-defined
rural territory that is more than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized area, as
well as rural territory that is more than or equal to 2.5 miles from an urban cluster
is considered rural.
However, the designation of “rural” does not capture the diversity of rural
communities. Defining the notion of “rural” in the 21st century is a complex
prospect. Rather than a single construct, rural represents four distinct contexts in
the contemporary American landscape: amenity-rich, declining resourcedependent, chronically poor, and amenity/decline (Hamilton, Hamilton,
Duncan, & Colocousis, 2008). These contexts represent geographicallydesignated rural counties across the United States and, while many
characteristics were consistent across the areas of study (wide range of family
incomes, lack of affordable housing, limited availability of jobs), the
distinguishing factors around resource and amenity availability (or the paucity of
such resources/amenities) made it clear that a rural context would not benefit
from a “one-size fits all” policy approach to addressing the social and economic
needs in these communities. Rural communities vary greatly depending on the
geographical, social and historical context in which they operate.

Page 26
These distinctions are not made clear in United State Census designations
for rural, which depend on proximity to a metro area by means of definition; this,
in turn, determines federal allocation of funds addressing the perceived needs
of rural communities. In an educational context, the failure of the United States
Census to distinguish between different types of rural communities makes it
difficult to understand, let alone appropriately address, the educational needs
of rural communities.
Stereotypes about rural communities abound; according to Donehower,
Hogg and Schell (2007), popular beliefs about rural communities vary from the
idyllic and pastoral, in which these places are frozen in an earlier, simpler time,
to the degrading and frightening images from the film Deliverance.
Donehower et. al. (2007) posit that these stereotypes of rural communities and
conventional depictions of rural literacy go hand in hand. They argue that
these stereotypes influence the way researchers understand rural communities
and the way teachers teach the students who live there. They examine how
these stereotypes impact rural students’ efficacy and contribute to the role of
rural education as chronically understudied and underfunded at the state and
federal levels.
Metrocentrism, a viewpoint that privileges urban experience, is another
factor that contributes to underrepresentation of rural populations in social
science research. Go (2014) uses this phrase to identify the prevailing bias
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toward urban studies as sites of research. Historically, the assumption that
urbanization represented progress and that the United States was moving from
an agrarian to an industrialized society meant that more attention should be
focused on the issues arising from newly formed and ever expanding cities. As
these urban sites forced so many different people from varying social classes
and cultures together, increased attention to understanding the processes and
problems of urban life took precedence over agrarian life. According to Go, this
legacy predominates social science research to this day, and he articulates a
need within the field to resist metrocentrism and conduct more research among
rural populations in the United States.
According to the 2010 census, approximately 50 million people (15% of
the population of the USA) live in rural areas. While the rural population of some
areas is growing, in others the population is stagnant or declining. In the latter
half of the 20th century, rural populations have been less likely to decline
because of migration to cities. Instead, population decline in rural areas occurs
because death rates are higher than birth rates. This is inconsistent across various
rural areas in the United States. Rural populations are experiencing the most
growth in the American West and South. Rural populations are becoming
increasingly ethnically diverse. Racial and ethnic minorities account for 83% of
rural population growth.
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In the 2010 census, 46% of the US population under age 18 are ethnic
minorities compared to 33% of adults (over 18) in the USA. Urban adolescents do
not represent the majority of adolescents living in the United States of America,
but neither do rural adolescents. As of 2003,there were approximately 40 million
adolescents living in the United States; 53% of adolescents (aged 12-17) lived in
suburban areas, while 27% lived in urban areas and 19% lived in rural areas
(National Adolescent Health Information Center, 2003). As of 2007, 35% of those
adolescents were considered low income or poor (Douglas-Hall & Chau, 2009).
Approximately 41,000,000 adolescents (aged 14-19) were counted in the 2010
US Census. This is 14% of the US population. In 2010, nearly 40% of adolescents
(aged 12-17) live within or below 200% of the Federal Poverty Line. 19% of
adolescents live in rural areas.
Rural literacy. While many authors have made a case for more research
focused on rural areas, large- and small- scale studies of rural literacy among
any age group are rare, in spite of the fact that, as of 2010, nearly one third of
all public schools in the United States are located in rural areas. The following
information indicates the need for a better understanding of education (in
general) and literacy (specifically) in rural areas – both because of what we
know and what we do not know.
Bailey (1992) states that “conventional wisdom has it that illiteracy is a
more serious problem in rural areas” (Bailey, 1992, p. 3). Bailey, like Donehower
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et. al. (2007), points to the historical depictions of rural residents as illiterate.
However, Bailey et. al. go on to state that rural residents do make up a majority
of the United States’ “functionally illiterate” population (Bailey, 1992, p. 1). They
use data from the Young Adult National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) in 1985 (Campbell, 1986) to demonstrate that at that point in time,
though 28 percent of American adults lived in rural areas, they accounted for
42% of the “functionally illiterate” (Bailey, 1992). They use this to draw attention
to the need for additional programs for adults in rural areas, arguing that, while
national illiteracy rates in rural and urban areas are comparable, these
comparisons vary from state to state and region to region, resulting in uneven
attention to rural communities on the part of state government. They argue that
the continued focus on urban issues promotes inequity with regard to resources
and funding available to rural communities – not purposefully, but because
policy makers frame policy by starting “with what they know – the cities and
suburban areas in which they live (Bailey, 1992, p. 57).” They assess the kinds of
community, state, and federal literacy initiatives for adults in rural areas,
concluding that being rural exacerbates existing conditions that disadvantage
people, including race and class, and that there is a need for rural literacy
programs to strengthen and revitalize communities. They called for a national
effort to address rural illiteracy through concerted outreach and policy
measures. However, they found that national efforts targeting rural social
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programs tended to stall, leaving the needs of rural communities unaddressed.
(Bailey, 1992, p. 57)
The Rural Clearinghouse’s report highlights the lack of attention allocated
to literacy in rural areas from a research or policy perspective and the need for
greater awareness of, and effort to promote, literacy in rural communities.
Bailey et al. argue that these communities have stalled in terms of population
growth and economic development, and that, in order to grow, greater
attention needs to be focused on, among other things, educational efforts in
these communities. Furthermore, that literacy (which the Rural Clearinghouse
report defines in terms of skill-based tests and school-based estimates) is lacking
in rural communities, and that it is up to outside forces to either bring to or
support the growth of literacy among their residents.
Literacy practices in rural communities represent the range of social and
economic realities faced by people in these communities (Donehower et al.,
2007); these include people of varying socio-economic status (SES), occupation,
family makeup, and racial and ethnic backgrounds, as well as those
representing a higher and lower caste within those communities; the latter
include, for example, proximity to the town center and family name as markers
of social status (Brandt, 1998; Donehower et al., 2007). These and other
qualitative researchers have investigated the literacy beliefs and practices of
adults living in rural communities. This is a helpful contrast to the studies of rural
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adults conducted decades ago. However, although adolescent literacy has
been widely researched in the last twenty years (Snow et al., 2008), adolescent
literacy has not been widely studied in rural areas (Franzak, 2006). While we
know that adolescents who occupy rural communities are exposed to a range
of literacy practices, endorsed by various family, occupational and community
organizations (Heath, 1983; Lester, 2012), rural adolescents’ views about literacy
are not well documented.
Literacy rates in rural areas. One large scale study, conducted and
published in 1992, documents literacy statistics in rural America: Literacy in Rural
America: A Study of Current Needs and Practices (Bailey, 1992).

The Rural

Clearinghouse estimates that, as of 1992, 42% of rural adults were “functionally
illiterate,” and asserted that “rural illiteracy rates in the U.S. (and elsewhere in the
world) are believed to be higher than in urban areas.” According to the
National Center for Education Statistics’ report on the status of rural education in
America (Provasnik et al., 2007), rural public school students in the 4th- and 8thgrades in 2005 scored at or above proficient in all subjects (including reading,
math and science) to a greater extent than students in the same grade in cities,
but a lesser extent than students in suburbs. 31% of rural 4th graders scored at or
above proficient in reading, compared with 28% in towns, 24% in cities, and 34%
in cities. This was further analyzed to show that students in fringe rural areas
(where 34% scored at or above proficient) did better than students in distant
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(30%) or remote (27%) rural areas. This is compared with 30% at or above
proficient nationwide.
NCES reports that this pattern is consistent with 8th grade results in reading,
where 30% of students in rural areas scored at or above proficient compared
with 27% in towns, 23% in cities, and 34% in suburbs. When disaggregated by
rural status, again, students’ overall achievement appears to be predicted by
the degree of rurality (fringe rural students scored 31% proficient or above
compared to 29% of remote rural students).
Demographics of rural schools. This same report offers insight into the
racial, ethnic and socio-economic demographics of rural public school
students, and characteristics of their educational experience, including the
number of students, experience of faculty and quality of facilities they have
access to, preschool programming, graduation rates, college matriculation,
parental involvement, and likelihood for employment. In 2003-2004, over half of
all operating school districts and one-third of all public schools were in rural
areas; yet only one-fifth of all public students were enrolled in rural schools. A
larger percentage of public school students in rural areas attended very small
schools (fewer than 500 students) compared to public schools in towns (3%)
suburbs (1%) and cities (1%). Rural public school students were more likely to be
White or American Indian than public school students from other locales.
Additionally, rural public schools contain the smallest populations of Black,
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Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific Islander student compared to towns, suburbs and
cities. Rural public schools generally had a smaller percentage of students
eligible for free and reduced lunch (38%) than schools in cities (53%) and towns
(43%). However, the percentage of rural public school students who attended a
moderate-to-high poverty school (45%) was higher than that of any other locale
except large and mid-size cities (66% and 49%, respectively). 35% of children in
rural areas lived in poverty, compared to 47% in cities, 46% in towns, and 28% in
suburbs. Furthermore, jobs in rural areas are declining and rates of poverty are
rising (Read, 2013).
Generally speaking, public school students in rural areas were less likely to
be identified as limited English proficient (LEP) than their urban and suburban
peers. They were more likely to have parents attend an event at school and
take them to sporting events outside of school. However, 50% of children ages
3-5 in rural areas attended some kind of center-based preschool, daycare, preK, or day care, compared to 57% nationally. Parents of rural students were more
likely to have only a high school diploma as their highest educational
attainment (33% of mothers and 36% of fathers). 42% of parents of rural public
school students expected that their child’s highest educational attainment
would be less than a bachelor’s degree – more than parents of students from
any other locale (30% in cities and 25% in suburbs). 11% of rural individuals aged
16 – 24 reported having dropped out of high school, compared to 13% in cities
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and 9% in suburbs and a larger percentage of teenagers reported they were
neither in school or employed (6%) than teenagers in any other local (4% in
towns, cities and suburbs). College enrollment rates for young adults ages 18 –
29 were lower for rural residents than all other locales. The percentage of rural
residents with a bachelor’s degree (13%) was 4% lower than the national
average of 17%.
Teachers in rural areas. Teachers in rural schools were slightly more
experienced on average (14.5 years of experience) than teachers in city public
schools (13.6 years). They reported smaller student-to-teacher ratios (15.3:1)
than any other locale (ranging from 15.9 – 16.9: 1 in towns, cities and suburbs).
They also reported fewer “serious” behavioral problems in schools. In spite of
earning less on average ($43,000) per year than teachers in towns ($45,900),
suburbs ($45,700) and cities ($44,000), rural teachers were more likely to report
that they were “satisfied” with their jobs.
Rural Education Summary
What kind of picture do these statistics paint of rural education? It
appears that rural students are more likely to be white and English speaking than
students in a city or a town, and less likely to be wealthy than a student in a
suburb. They are less likely to have attended preschool than students across the
nation, as well less likely to have college-educated parents, to be expected to
and to enroll in college, and to have a bachelor’s degree by the age of 29.
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And yet they attend small schools staffed by well-satisfied and experienced
teachers. They do not demonstrate the level of “serious” behavioral issues that
are apparent at urban and suburban schools, and yet they are more likely to
drop out of high school than their suburban peers. Having dropped out, they
are less likely to be employed than their urban peers.
It seems clear that rural students can be characterized as distinct from
urban and suburban students with regard to certain educational realities and
outcomes. These statistics raise questions for me about the impact of smaller
schools, class size and teacher experience on students’ post-graduate success.
Parents’ educational attainment ends with high school and that appears, to
some extent, to predict their children’s ultimate educational outcomes. There is
a need for more large- and small-scale studies to shed light on these and other
characteristics specific to students in rural public schools.
Theoretical Orientation
This study is situated within the constructivist tradition, i.e. assuming that
knowledge is embedded in environmental and social context (Dewey, 2001).
Furthermore, it depends upon the assumption that human development is
sociocultural in nature, i.e. that the social and cultural factors that contribute to
and delimit experience contribute to one’s physical, psychological, emotional
and intellectual well-being over time(Barbara Rogoff, 2003). Rural communities
represent a diverse and disparate social context, which will be explained in
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greater detail in Chapter 2, as will the unique characteristics of adolescents
within that context. Lastly, this study represents a critical theory orientation, in
that it considers the power differentials that limit opportunities for rural students
(poor rural students, in particular) from accessing the same education and
accorded benefits of their non-rural peers (Freire, 2000).
Important Concepts
Sustainability in Rural Communities Centuries-long stereotypes about rural
America discourage serious consideration of rural populations or the literacy
practices they employ. According to Donehower, Hogg and Schell (2007), these
stereotypes include the idea the myth of rural homogeneity (i.e. all residents of
all rural communities are culturally consistent and static), the ahistorical
orientation of rural communities (i.e. rural communities are “stuck in time” and
represent our collective, pre-industrial past), and the diametrically opposed
stereotypes of people from rural areas as Yeoman farmers, representing an
idyllic, pastoral vision of rural America, or that they are ignorant and violent, like
the characters from the film Deliverance.
These stereotypes are each associated with a rhetorical model, a story
that is told to justify historical approaches to literacy and education in rural
communities through public policy and educational reform efforts. In this
model, rural areas are identified as distinct from mainstream geography. The
locale is viewed as geographically isolated and presumed to be culturally
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homogenous. Next, the region is identified as a problem to be solved, i.e. an
indigenous population is viewed as problematic (Davy Crockett), or the
community is viewed as violent and uncivilized (Deliverance). Having
characterized a region as problematic, one of three solutions emerges:
1. “Modernize the population by bringing them into line with the
technological, economic and cultural systems of urban life.” (i.e.
“Make them more like us”)
2. “Recognize the culture as a thing apart from urban life and work to
preserve its unique character.” (Collect artifacts, value them as
quaint and romantic)
3. “Relocate the people to urban or suburban areas and abandon
the region to nature.” (Send people to work in Mill Towns…)
(Donehower et al., 2007, pp. 42-45)
This isolation feeds the negative perceptions and stereotypes that perpetuate
this cycle of reform, which ultimately erodes the quality and character of rural
communities.
An alternative to the preservationist, modernization or abandonment
models that characterize much of rural public policy, one that promotes the
well-being of rural communities, is the sustainability model (Read, 2013).
“Sustainability means recognizing the short- and long-term environmental,
social, psychological, and economic impact of our conspicuous
consumption…. It means looking critically at our contemporary behaviors from
the perspective of children living generations hence, and modifying those
behaviors accordingly. (Donehower et al., 2007; Owens & National Council of
Teachers of English, 2001) A “sustainable” framework recognizes rural
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communities as diverse and dynamic. Donehower, Hogg and Schell adapt
Owens’ definition to include “social sustainability.” This emphasizes the
importance of social networks, citizenship and stakeholder status among rural
populations and the role they play in sustaining their communities over time. In
other words, rural communities are vibrant places. They have endured and will
endure. They are not “stuck in time.” Rural literacy practices (education,
literacy work, and literacy sponsorship) contribute to the sustainability of rural
communities. They also employ Giroux’s (2005) idea of “public pedagogy,”
arguing that literacy practices (in rural, urban and suburban communities) within
and outside of the classroom are significant in the ongoing life of the
community. “The context of literacy development in rural areas, in general,
differs from that of urban and suburban areas in the structure of leisure time, in
access to literacy materials, and in economic demands for particular kinds of
literacy skills.” (Donehower et al., 2007, p. 38) They define “rural literacies” as
“particular kinds of literate skills needed to achieve the goals of sustaining life in
rural areas…to pursue the opportunities and create the public policies and
economic opportunities needed to sustain rural communities.” (Donehower et
al., 2007, p. 4)
Marginalized readers. Literacy research has a tendency to focus on the
needs of readers who do not perform at the same level as their peers. They can
be referred to as underachieving, disengaged or underperforming readers.
However, these signifiers can be seen as stigmatizing. Moje, Young, Readence
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and Moore (2000) refer to the “less-than-proficient” readers indicated in literacy
reports as “marginalized.” Marginalized readers are
those who are not connected to literacy in classrooms and schools.
Specifically, we identify as marginalized adolescents those who are
not engaged in the reading and writing done in school; who have
language or cultural practices different than those valued in school;
or who are outsiders to the dominant group because of their race,
class, gender, or sexual orientation. (Moje et al., 2000, p. 405)
The definition of a “marginalized reader” extends beyond the demographical
constraints of indicated in AEE’s literacy reports. While AEE emphasizes the
discrepancies between white and non-white students, low- and high- SES
students, students in “urban, high poverty” schools, Moje et. al.’s definition of
marginalized readers is not racially, ethnically, economically or geographically
specific. A marginalized reader can be white and affluent, and still feel
disconnected from literacy in school. A marginalized reader can have
language or cultural factors not accounted for in a brief, demographic run
down of race, ethnicity and SES. Most importantly, for the purposes of this study,
a marginalized reader does not have to inhabit a space characterized as
“urban, high poverty.” Franzak (2006) states:
There continues to be a need for research that investigates the
literacy learning of other marginalized adolescent populations,
including Native Americans students and economically
disadvantaged rural students. While urban education researchers
have brought much-needed attention to large populations of
students placed at risk because of counter-productive educational
practices, the needs of smaller populations of marginalized youth
have largely gone unaddressed. (Franzak, 2006, p. 222)
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It is not merely that the literacy practices of rural adolescents are
underrepresented in the field of adolescent literacy, the needs of these teens
are not being met in a local or national context. This is detrimental to the wellbeing of the students themselves and the communities they inhabit. As more
and more educational policy decisions are made at the state and federal level,
it is less and less and less likely that the needs of these students will be taken into
account – in fact, there is not much documentation of what those needs even
are.
Literacy sponsorship. This study examines adolescent literacy practices
and beliefs in one rural community using Brandt’s (1998) concept of “literacy
sponsorship.” Brandt conducted over 100 interviews with people aged 18-98
(Brandt, 1998), in which she asked about memories of learning to read and write
across these adults’ and adolescents’ lifetimes. She identified a pattern of
“sponsorship” across these interviews - subjects consistently referenced
“sponsors, both explicit and latent, who appeared in formative roles at the
scenes of literacy and learning” (Brandt, 1998). She identifies literacy sponsors
as “…any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support,
teach, model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy – and
gain advantage by it in some way.”
Brandt’s concept of sponsorship is complex – it encompasses systems and
institutions, groups and families, as well as individuals who might promote or
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withhold certain kinds of literacy to or from an individual. She gives the example
of two individuals from stratified socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds who
came from the same town, and whose parents worked at the same university –
one as an academic faculty member and one as a service employee. In both
cases, the university acted as a literacy sponsor and promoted a different
literacy and economic outcome for these two individuals. The KIND of literacy it
sponsored depended upon the social and economic parameters within which
that individual accessed the university. The ongoing social well-being of those
individuals was intrinsically linked to the patterns of literacy sponsorship the
university represented. Brandt (1998) examines “sponsors of literacy,” in order to
“offer a conceptual approach that begins to connect literacy as an individual
development to literacy as an economic development…” (p. 166). In other
words, to consider economic development as growing with, not existing around,
literacy. She asks, “…who or what underwrites occasions of literacy learning
and use?” (Brandt, 1998, p. 166) Literary sponsors are the people and/or
institutions that sanction certain literacies among certain classes of people,
thereby creating an economic context through which we can understand
student achievement. What exactly are they achieving? And for whom? To
what extent does the context of school-based literacy delimit their economic
opportunities and promote or constrain the viability of their communities?
Brandt states that, “Despite ostensible democracy in educational
chances, stratification of opportunity continues to organize access and reward
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in literacy learning.” However, literacy sponsorship is a model for equality as well
as a framework for understanding economic disparity. “Encounters with literacy
sponsors, especially as they are configured at the end of the 20th century, can
be sites for the innovative rerouting of resources into projects of selfdevelopment and social change” (Brandt, 1998, p. 169). As you will see in the
following chapters, Brandt’s work provides the inspiration for the research in this
study as well as the primary context in which data are analyzed.
Summary. The sustainability of rural communities depends on their ability
to educate their youth and maintain their economic viability. Adolescent
literacy research provides a way to understand the academic outcomes of
teenaged students across socioeconomic, racial and geographical lines,
however, the field is limited by a metrocentric view that promotes the study of
urban and suburban adolescent literacy. There is a demonstrated need for
more adolescent literacy research among rural populations. Brandt’s (1998)
sponsorship model provides a salient and relevant method by which we can
learn about the literacy values, practices and beliefs of rural teens.
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III: METHODOLOGY
Don't search for the answers, which could not be given to you now,
because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to
live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far
in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your
way into the answer.
-Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet
…if you ask questions to kids and they just have this great plain old
answer, concrete, then they're like, lying to themselves, because I
guarantee you, no - no eighth grader, adult, whatsoever, knows
exactly who they are. Probably no like, college student, or probably
not even like someone who has a good working job and is in
charge of a family or something, like no one really knows who they
are, it's just kind of one of those things where you've just got to sit
down for like a few months or so and think about everything that
has happened to you. (Jeffrey, November 7, 207-219)
I open this section with Jeffrey’s wise words about our ability to know ourselves. A
boon and challenge of phenomenological interviewing is that meaning is coconstructed between the interviewer and the participant, and Jeffrey deftly
pointed out that making sense of one’s life and articulating one’s beliefs is
incredibly hard for anyone - but particularly, for an eighth grader.
Rilke, in his Letters to a Young Poet (1954), indicates that it is the questions
themselves that matter, and that one does not need to have it all figured out.
Phenomenological research lives the questions; it requires the interviewer and
the participant to reflect together on the meaning and purpose of a given
phenomenon within the context of lived experience. The fact that “no one
really knows who they are” is more of an invitation, or even a challenge, to get
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to know ourselves better. A hallmark of the methodology for this study was that I
adapted well-established interview protocols for use with adolescents. One
caution people raise about conducting this kind of research with teens is that
they do not know themselves well enough for us to learn much from their
answers. However, as Jeffrey points out, no one really knows themselves well
enough, and one great benefit of phenomenological interviewing is that it helps
the interviewer and the participant get to know each other, and themselves, a
little better.

Research Approach
Qualitative design. This study is firmly situated within the context of New
Literacy Studies (NLS) which is described in Chapter 2 as a distinct movement
within adolescent literacy research that draws upon the constructivist tradition,
sociocultural and critical theory (Street, 2005). This theoretical tradition
recognizes knowledge as being context-dependent and intrinsically linked to
the power differentials represented within society. Accordingly, a qualitative
approach was deemed most appropriate for conducting this research
(Creswell, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Phenomenological interviewing. A phenomenological approach
assumes that no human behavior exists in a vacuum, and thus must be
understood in a context-dependent way (Seidman, 2006). Researchers who use

Page 45
a phenomenological approach attempt to understand meaning inherent in
events and interactions using language as a primary medium for understanding.
Data are derived via personal accounts of experience and explained using a
first person perspective; understanding of participants’ natural attitude,
intentionality, lifeworld, transcendality and intersubjectivity is key to interpreting
their experiences (Dahlberg, Dahlberg, Drew, & Nyström, 2008). Environmental
and social context is also important to the interpretation of data (Seidman,
2006). Phenomenological research benefits from the use of hermeneutics, or
reflective writing, as a means of data analysis (Dahlberg et al., 2008; Saldana,
2012).
In this phenomenologically-based, qualitative study (Seidman, 2006), I
examined the lived experiences of literacy among participants aged 13-15
years old who attend a small, rural school in Northern New England. My final
analysis included the use of focused and theoretical coding, in the tradition of
grounded theory and discourse analysis (Wertz et al., 2011)but my findings are
more closely situated within a phenomenological understanding of participants’
experiences.
Research site. Mountainville, the site of this study, is considered ruralremote by the US Census Bureau. Mountainville meets the criteria of an
“amenity/decline” rural area (Hamilton et al., 2008). Although once prosperous
as a source of lumber and site of paper manufacturing, the closure of mills in the
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area has led to an economic decline and paucity of jobs. However,
Mountainville is known for its scenic beauty and maintains amenities for the
benefit of tourists who frequent the area.
Mountainville Secondary School is located in a relatively small town
(population of approximately 2,800) in Northern New England. The town is at the
edge of a major mountain range and a national forest, both of which attract
tourists during the winter and summer seasons. The school houses students from
grades 6-12 as part of the Mountainville Cooperative District. This district services
students from three towns, including the one in which Mountainville is located.
The two other feeder towns are substantially smaller, comprising approximately
300 residents each. 237 students are currently enrolled at Mountainville
Secondary School: 146 in grades 9-12 and 91 in grades 6-8. The school
population is predominantly white with a small (<3%) population of Asian,
Hispanic and American Indian/Native American students. Twenty percent of
students in grades 6-8 and 22% of students in grades 9-12 are eligible for free
and reduced lunch. The school’s population has seen a decline of 101 students
over the last decade, due mainly to the closing of local mills and factories. Over
900 jobs have been lost since two mills closed in 2007. The current largest
employers are a penitentiary, a retail chain box retail store, and an auto
dealership in a larger town nearby.
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42% of Mountainville students attend a four-year college after graduation
and 36% attend a two-year college. It is unknown how many of these students
graduate from college.
Participant selection. My goal was to select participants in grades 8-9
who represented a range of academic achievement, and reflected the socioeconomic and ethnic diversity of the area. A university professor referred me to
Mountainville’s school guidance counselor as a possible resource for
recruitment. The guidance counselor helped me establish contact with
MOUNTAINVILLE’s principal and gain permission to conduct interviews on school
property during and immediately following the regular school day 8th and 9th
grade students received a letter in their English classes, which explained the
nature of my project and that I was offering a $20 gift card as an incentive for
participating in the study. I met with students prior to finalizing the list of
participants. I asked for the guidance counselor’s help in selecting students who
represented a “range” of boys and girls across both grades. I asked that he not
tell me too much about each student, as I wanted to get to know them without
too many preconceived ideas. After consent and assent forms were returned, I
went over the list with him one more time to confirm that I was working with
students representing a range of SES and academic achievement.
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Purposes and limitations of this study
The purpose of this study was to examine closely the lived experiences of
these young people with regard to literacy practices. As with any small-sample,
qualitative study, it was not meant to create generalizable findings for any
population. As shown in my review of the literature, teenagers attending school
in rural areas represent an understudied and often under-resourced
demographic. While this study illuminated participants’ literacy practices,
values and beliefs in the context of their lives and experiences, I recognized that
there are many ways to define rural and this study was not meant to essentialize
these teens’ experiences as typically rural. Indeed, this research site could be
seen as an atypical rural site because of the access to cell phone service and
high speed internet residents have in place to serve the needs of the town’s
seasonal tourist population.
The sample of participants was meant to represent a range,
academically and socioeconomically, of student’s experiences; however, I had
to rely on the guidance counselor’s knowledge of the students during
participant selection. This may reflect institutional bias on his part. There may
also be selection bias, as participants with a favorable view of literacy might
have been more inclined to sign up. Lastly, my role as an adult in a school
setting, conducting interviews in non-neutral locations (an office, a classroom),

Page 49
privileges my stature and might influence participants to try and please or
impress me.
Because this study is phenomenologically based, it depends upon the
give and take between interviewer and participant; my subjectivity is and has
been at work throughout the process of this research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I
am a teacher of students who live in a rural town; it is my teaching experience
that inspired my research question, and it does not serve the needs of this study
for me to delete myself from the equation. However, it does create a
precedent for me to do exhaustive analysis to demonstrate the efficacy of my
interpretations of participants’ lived experiences. I modified a well-established
interview method (Seidman, 2006) and oft-cited interview protocol (Brandt,
2001) for the needs of an adolescent sample. Many of my findings are
consistent with Brandt’s; this seems to demonstrate that the integrity of this
interview protocol has been preserved in spite of the modifications and shift in
the age of the sample being interviewed. This is explored in more depth in
Chapter 4.
Participant profiles. These participant profiles are derived from students’
descriptions of themselves. Students self-selected first and last name
pseudonyms; I’ve elected to use only the first names in reporting findings for this
study. As is consistent with the NLS framework described in chapter 2 (Street,
2005), the data analysis conducted for this study privileges the voices of students

Page 50
and the identities they report. Accordingly, I am briefly introducing participants
here before explaining the research findings from this study in chapter 4.
Talia. Talia is an 8th grader from a lower-middle class background, who
moved to town during her latter elementary school years. A three-season
athlete, Talia began enjoying reading when she “discovered” John Green’s The
Fault in Our Stars in seventh grade. Talia describes struggling in school and
finding writing to be a particularly difficult area for her.
Rebecca. Rebecca is an 8th grader whose parents are collegeeducated professionals. She represents the fourth generation to inhabit a family
farmhouse. Rebecca has been an avid reader since early childhood, and
remembers playing school and trying to teach her sister to read. She values
high academic achievement and received a school award for the number of
pages she read as a seventh grader.
Kate. Kate is an 8th grader who moved to town early in elementary
school. Her parents are administrative employees of local businesses. She reads
mass-produced “realistic” romances and tear jerkers, as well as open source
novels and fan fiction from the website Wattpad. She especially likes stories that
make her cry and that have been made into movies. She tries to do well at
school and feels she has to work harder for her good grades than other
students.
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Jonathan. Jonathan is an 8th grader who has lived in the area for his
whole life, enjoys drawing, sports and video games. His parents, who divorced
when he was young, are college-educated professionals. They live close to one
another and are both active in Jonathan’s life. He is an avid reader who selects
books from multiple genres – adventure, fantasy, sports and survival. He
describes himself as a good student.
Jeffrey. Jeffrey is an 8th grader who just moved to town from another
rural community about 300 miles away. He is the child of well-educated parents
in helping professions. Jeffrey describes growing up surrounded by books and
watching his dad write for work. He is a fan of the Harry Potter series, and reads
primarily fantasy books recommended by his father. Jeffrey is interested in
screenwriting and sometimes “writes movies” for fun (Jeffrey, September 26, Line
433).
Junior. Junior is a 9th grader whose working-class parents and
grandparents grew up in the area, is primarily interested in technology and
gaming. He enjoys books with superheroes, and typically reads only what he
has to for school. He plans to be a computer programmer when he gets older.
Kylar. Kylar is a 9th grader from an economically struggling family who
moved to the area at age six and lives with his father and stepmother. His father
changes jobs frequently and his stepmother stays at home. According to the
guidance counselor, Kylar “barely passed 8th grade” due to low grades and
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behavioral issues. He reads voraciously, particularly the fantasy series The
Forgotten Realms. Kylar loves listening to and playing the guitar.
Kendra. Kendra, also a 9th grader, is Kylar’s stepsister. She reads, writes in
a journal, and draws in her spare time, but prefers to keep these activities a
secret from her friends. She follows beauty blogs and YouTubers, and is
passionate about the anti-bullying youth group in which she participates.
Kendra is nervous about receiving poor grades and completing high stakes
assignments.
Soozy. Soozy is a 9th grader who grew up in the area, as did her parents
before her. Her parents attended technical college. Her mother is an
administrative assistant and her father stays home. Soozy loves to read fantasy
books. She is passionate about feminism and follows Vloggers who promote
social justice causes. According to Soozy, she struggles the most in her
Language Arts and Social Studies classes because of missing assignments.
Clark. Clark is a 9th grader who was born in China and immigrated to the
United States at the age of 9. Reading is hard for him but he practices every
day because he wants to “graduate” from ESL. He enjoyed reading Into the
Wild with his freshman English class. He is determined to master English and
wants to travel the world.
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Research Design and Procedures
Data Collection
Interviews. My primary means of data collection consisted of 23
interviews with the 10 participants described above using a modified version of
Seidman’s (2006) 3-part interviewing structure. These interviews are designed to
collect life-histories that situate interviewees’ experiences in a temporal (pastpresent-future) context. This, in turn, provides a holistic context in which
participants’ experiences can be understood. Instead of three interviews, I
modified the structure to two-per-participant. This was due to the age and
attention span of participants, and out of respect for their and the school’s time,
as many were pulled from their academic classes to attend the interviews.
Seidman’s interviewing protocol emphasizes participants’ past history,
present circumstances, and intensive reflection on the phenomenon being
discussed. By shortening the process to two interviews, I combined present
circumstances and reflection into a single session. Each interview lasted 45-60
minutes, and was conducted in the participants’ school setting from September
to December of 2014. In three cases, I met with participants a third time to clarify
meaning or complete an interview that had been interrupted (due to a field
trip, after school commitment, etc.). Interviews for this study were conducted at
Mountainville during and immediately following the regular school day. I met
with participants primarily in the middle school guidance counselor’s office. On
the few occasions that this office was occupied, interviews were conducted in
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the school’s computer lab or an empty classroom. I recorded each interview
using the Voice Record Pro app for iPhone and iPad. While in discussion with
participants, I hand-wrote detailed notes.
Interview protocol. I modified Deborah Brandt’s (2001) interview question
set from Literacy in American Lives for use as an interview protocol (See
Appendix B for Brandt’s original protocol and my modifications). This protocol is
used to facilitate purposeful conversation, including semi-structured and openended questions. I used the protocol to facilitate a conversation about
participants’ life histories, specific details about learning to read and in school
and out, reflections about their current experiences and practices as readers,
and predictions about whether and how they will use various literacy practices
in the future.
Other data sources. I generated a great deal of secondary data as part
of my qualitative analysis of these interviews. Secondary data included field
notes, transcriptions, reflective notes, analytic memos, and visual diagrams of
emergent themes (based on codes). I typed extensive field notes immediately
following each day of interviews. I used Schram’s (2006) suggested format for
ethnographic field notes, noting:
1. Date, time, and place of observation
2. Specific facts, numbers, details of what happens at the site
3. Sensory impressions: sights, sounds, textures, smells, taste
4. Personal responses to the fact of recording field notes
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I was attentive to the social and geographical environments in which I
conducted interviews. Although I was not conducting research as a participant
observer, I did make an effort to become well-acquainted with my research site
and the town in which it was located. On several occasions, I stayed overnight
in a family-run motel, dined in local restaurants, and attended sporting events, a
pep rally, and a Homecoming parade to get a sense of the culture of the
community. I noted these experiences in my field notes, as well as detailed
accounts of my interactions at the research site, the locations of my interviews,
various interruptions and the physical and social environment of the school.
Data Analysis
Transcription and preliminary coding. After completing interviews, I
listened to the audio recordings and typed reflective notes about each
participants’ tone and indications of potential subtext. Interviews were
transcribed using Transcribe, an audio-transcription application for Google
Chrome. Transcripts were then formatted in Microsoft Word and lines were
numbered. In the process of transcription, time from the audio recordings was
periodically noted for future reference. Printed copies of each transcript were
organized into binders according to each participant. Digital copies of each
transcript were uploaded into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software
application.
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Round one coding. I analyzed these data by conducting four rounds of
qualitative analytical coding. The first round involved hand-writing in vivo codes
on the printed transcripts while listening to the audio recordings of the interviews.
In this stage, in keeping with my research question, particular attention was paid
to words and phrases that indicated specific literacy practices, values and/or
beliefs, as well as people and institutions that might represent a sponsoring
relationship. Words and phrases that participants emphasized or repeated were
highlighted, as were moments during the interviews when I asked participants to
clarify their meaning.

I transferred these codes to NVivo software manually,

adding additional in vivo codes that stood out now that I had been through all
the interviews at once. Interviews were coded according to participant (i.e. I
first coded Kylar, 1 9/19/14 and then Kylar 2, 9/26/14) not according to date (i.e.
interviews with four participants on 9/19/2014). I did this in order to maintain the
integrity of each participant’s story.
Round two coding. I conducted a second round of eclectic coding,
again using NVivo software to ascribe attribute, descriptive, narrative and
process codes (Saldana, 2012). As in the first round of coding, I was attempting
to catalog and interpret the meaning of named literacy practices, for example,
bedtime reading with a parent. I noted attributes of participants, such as their
gender, age, ethnicity and grade in school. I noted descriptions of literacy
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practices as they came up (i.e. BEDTIME READING2) and associated literacy
sponsors (i.e. MOM BOUGHT BOOKS). I paid attention to the stories participants
told about their experiences and ascribed narrative codes (i.e. PERSECUTED
READER, to refer to reports of “getting in trouble” for reading (Jeffrey, September
19, 353), LOVE-AT-FIRST-SIGHT (this one refers to books that “turned them on” to
reading (Kylar, 9/19, Line 287). Most importantly for my final analysis, I ascribed a
number of process codes (HATING TO WRITE, HOPING TO TRAVEL, NOT CARING
WHAT OTHERS THINK).
Thematic coding. I wrote two series of analytic memos, one of which
retold and reflected on each participant’s story in great detail, and the other of
which focused on common themes emerging across participants’ stories. The
second series of memos was the basis for a third round of analysis: thematic
coding. I used the descriptive and process codes as signposts for these themes.
For example, one participant reported winning a gift certificate to Pizza Hut for
reading the greatest number of pages in the fifth grade; Another reported
winning a gift certificate to a book store in seventh grade. I looked for
descriptive codes associated with prize-winning (i.e. PIZZA COUPON) and
process codes to describe the emotions associated with winning the prize (i.e.
FEELING PROUD). This consistency reflects, in one sense, two participants’
definitions of success associated with a given literacy practice, as well as the

2

In keeping with Saldana’s (2012) examples, code labels are all capitalized.
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sponsoring relationship of the business that offers the prize (PIZZA HUT) and the
institution awarding it (SCHOOL).
Overall, the themes that emerged reflected participants’ beliefs about:


The purpose of reading



The purpose of writing



What it means to “be a reader”



What it means to be successful, in school and in life

The coding process also revealed specific literacy practices students engaged
in from early childhood until the present and the sponsoring relationships that
have shaped and continue to shape their literacy experiences.
Theoretical analysis and focused coding. It was here I reached a
crossroads with regard to reporting my findings. I noticed from studying the
descriptive codes in my study that there was a great deal of consistency across
many of the participants’ stories with regard to their literacy practices. Most had
attended the same small schools with the same teachers and assignments.
However, their process codes suggested significant distinctions in their literacy
values and beliefs
In order to explore these apparent distinctions, I conducted another
round of analysis using focused coding (K. Charmaz, 2006)- a process by which
the most significant/frequently used codes are grouped into categories.
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I noticed that many of the process codes for participants’ experiences in the
past and present were similar – LEVELING was the most frequently used,
including instances where participants described “reading level” or “grade
level” or “intelligence level” as identifiers for themselves or others. BEING was
another one – BEING A READER, BEING AN ATHLETE, BEING AN ARTIST – whenever
participants described an identity category used to distinguish themselves from
others. I noticed when I looked at the code WANTING – WANTING TO CATCH
UP, WANTING TO READ, WANTING TO FINISH – that some participants’ desires
were very distinct from one another.

This made me think about the nature of

want/desire – it connotes thinking about the future, of desiring (or not desiring) a
given outcome. I went back and reread portions of my transcripts where
participants were discussing their futures. I noticed that these statements
provided the most fulsome understanding of participants values/beliefs because
they indicated a sense of purpose for their literacy practices. In other words,
focused coding resulted in a through-line for distinguishing participants’ literacy
values and beliefs by suggesting closer analysis of the question “What and
whom do these participants’ literacy practices serve?”
This question then lead to a round of theoretical coding (K. Charmaz, 2006)to
create the core category “Literacy Purpose” and three sub-categories:


Serving the System



Serving Yourself



Serving the World.
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What purposes do
literacy practices serve?

Serve the System
Students read for
school.
Literacy practices allow
participants to benefit
from the institution or
system in which s/he
participates and the
system continues to
function, i.e. maintains
status quo.
Serve the Self
Students read for
themselves.
Literacy practices
promote interests of
participants beyond the
day-to-day institutional
requirements, such that
institutional
consequences (i.e.
failing grades) have less
clout and participants
“claim” literacy
practices as their own.

Serve the World
Students read to connect.
Literacy practices engage
participants in a community
of readers and writers that
extends beyond institutional
and personal practice;
participants articulate a
desire to use literacy to
connect with others.
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These subcategories provided a way to distinguish participants’ values
and beliefs from their superficially uniform literacy practices. For some
participants, it seemed as though their literacy practices were rooted in their
day-to-day experiences in school. For others, their literacy practices seemed to
be rooted in their own intellectual and personal development (regardless of
school). For still others, their literacy practices were viewed as serving the world.
Process codes that were prominent for these participants were HOPING,
DREAMING, GOAL-SETTING – things they described as wanting were WANTING
TO TRAVEL, WANTING TO WRITE, WANTING TO INSPIRE, WANTING ADVENTURE.
All this is to say that, although I did not mean to construct a grounded
theory. I found theoretical analysis of my data useful in interpreting the lived
experiences of participants via their sense of purpose as readers and writers.
Through process coding, themes emerged that indicated cluster groups could
be formed. These cluster groups, based on participants’ views of the purpose of
literacy in the past, present and future, represented a logical way to present my
findings. Participants were divided into each group based on the process
codes described above. Group one (Game Players) included Jonathan, Talia
and Junior; group two (Critical Consumers) included Kylar, Kendra, Kate and
Rebecca; group three (Aspirational Creators) included Jeffrey, Soozy and
Clark.3

3

These categories are fully defined and described in Chapter 4.

Summary. From September to December 2014, I interviewed ten
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participants 2-3 times each, conducting 23 interviews in total. I applied four
rounds of coding – in vivo, eclectic, process and focused coding (Saldana,
2012) – from which emerged three distinct, theoretical categories. In the
following chapter, these categories form the organizational structure for my
findings.
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IV: FINDINGS

…we'll be in class, and like, the teacher won't be in there yet, and
we'll be sitting there, and I'll grab my book, and I'll start to read, and
people will be like "Oh my gosh, Rebecca, why are you reading?"
and I'll be like "Because I want to read," and they'll be like, "No,
stop," and then they'll put their hand over my book so I can't see,
and I'll be like, "Really?” (Rebecca, September 26, 313-316)

It is 3:00 pm, and three eighth grade students head out of school to begin
the rest of their day: Jonathan heads to soccer practice, bringing with him a
backpack full of well-organized assignments and notes. He has some reading to
catch up on for this quarter’s book talk. He jokes with his buddies about how
much work they all have to do, but knows deep down that he will get it done.
He likes to succeed, and it shows – on the field and on his report card. Rebecca
also heads to soccer practice, and brings with her a bag full of assignments to
complete. In addition to her schoolwork, she carries two or three thick library
books, sequels to a novel she finished days before. She can’t wait to find out
what happens next, but knows her sports and schoolwork come first. She will
stay up late, reading once her homework is done. Jeffrey heads straight home.
Homework can wait. He turns on some music, classic rock from the iPod he
inherited from his older brother, and switches on his computer. He searches for
game cheats, noting how to make the next level in a popular Nintendo game.
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Then, he takes out a worn-out copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer
Stone by J.K. Rowling. He reads it, for the umpteenth time, for hours.
Long after his parents go to sleep, he takes out his math book and finishes some
problems. He’ll do fine. This narrative is based on descriptions of three
participants’ literacy practices, values and beliefs. It is meant to illustrate how, in
this study, participants school- and self-sponsored literacy practices were fairly
consistent. However, the students’ values and beliefs driving these practices
varied tremendously. Eight of the ten participants in this study (Talia, Kate,
Rebecca, Junior, Jonathan, Kendra and Soozy) have lived in the same 4-town
township and attended school together since early childhood. The schools in
this rural township are so small that there is often only one teacher per grade
and one team of four teachers provides content-specific instruction for grades
6-8. Students describe extremely consistent school-sponsored experiences with
literacy in the pre-school, primary and middle school. In other words, the rural
context of the study plays out significantly in the uniformity of participants’
literacy exposure throughout pre-school and grade school.
However, over the course of a series of interviews, it became clear that,
despite their similar schooling experiences, the participants held disparate
beliefs about literacy and the role it had played, currently played or would play
in their lives. This calls to mind the phenomenological concept of intentionality
or, “that property of many mental states and events by which they are directed
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at or about or of objects and states of affairs in the world…if I have an intention,
it must be an intention to do something.” (Searle, 1983) Participants’ worldviews
encapsulate their perceptions of themselves as readers and writers in the past,
present and future. The extent to which they value certain literacy practices
becomes apparent not only in the ways they describe the processes by which
they learned to read and write, but also in the ways they see literacy impacting
their lives in the future.
A focused analysis of these worldviews revealed three distinct orientations
among participants, which were consistent enough to form clusters (Saldana,
2012), which I use here for the purpose of organizing and presenting their values
and beliefs. “Game Players,” who employed literacy skills primarily for the
purpose of school and pursued other (non-literacy) interests and hobbies
outside of school; “Critical Consumers,” who read above and beyond the
requirements of school, but did not like to produce written work either in or out
of school – and more importantly, seemed to see literacy practices as a
personal well (of knowledge, inspiration, enrichment) that they could draw from,
not contribute to; “Aspirational Creators,” who found personal purpose in both
reading and writing, the ability to create and inspire others through literacy, and
aspired to a “writer identity” in the future. In addition to the intentionality of
participants’ consciousness with regard to literacy experiences, these clusters
represent the “positionality” of each participant in relation to school- and self-
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sponsored literacy practices in the past, present and future (James Paul Gee,
2000; Lesley, 2008).
Literacy Practices: Past and Present
In order to better understand participants’ current literacy practices and beliefs,
I asked them to walk me through their experiences learning to read and write as
young children. There were many commonalities between the participants’
reported literacy practices. A very consistent narrative emerged across 8 out of
10 of the participants; the exceptions were Junior and Clark. Junior had difficulty
remembering events prior to middle-elementary school, and Clark, who
immigrated from China, had a set of unique experiences in early childhood
compared to the other participants in the study.
Early literacy practices. These are the most commonly reported literacy
practices from participants’ early childhood:
Early reading practices


Being read to on a regular basis by at least one parent (9
participants)



Having access to books at home (9 participants)



Having a favorite book or series that they remembered vividly (Junie
B. Jones, Magic Treehouse, Goosebumps, etc.) (9 participants)



Witnessing adults read books and/or magazines during leisure time
(8 participants)
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Early writing practices


Watching parents write things down, pay bills, do taxes (8
participants)



Watching older siblings do homework (9 participants)



Drawing and annotating pictures of family (8 participants)



Drawing and annotating pictures of imaginary creatures (8
participants)



Engaging in imaginative play that told stories (these often involved
favorite toys or cartoon characters) (7 participants)

Of note: two participants reported early memories of writing associated with
“defacement” – Talia wrote letters on the wall (She said she was copying what
her teacher did at school) and Jeffrey wrote on the blank pages at the
beginning and end of the hymnals in his family’s church (He said he wanted to
make them pretty).
Present-day literacy practices. Participants described a number of
literacy practices that were a regular part of their lives both in- and out- of
school. Though not all participants described employing these practices on a
regular basis, they were aware of the fact that these were activities that they or
their peers engaged in at least from time to time. These practices tended to fall
into one of two camps – School-sponsored or self-sponsored.
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School-sponsored reading & writing


Routine reading/writing assignments (worksheets, spelling tests) (10
participants)



Assigned written work (Lab reports, persuasive essays, book reports) (9
participants)



Assigned reading material and time: (Sustained Silent Reading (SSR),
“Class-read” books) (10 participants)



Organized extra-curricular activities that involved literacy practices
(Odyssey of the Mind, National Junior Honor Society, Student
Government, etc.) (7 participants)

Self-sponsored reading


Reading beyond the limits/recommendations of school time (8
participants)



Reading beyond the limits/recommendations of school-based
assignments (7 participants)



Seeking and sharing printed and/or digital written work (novels, short
stories, screenplays, “fanfic”, game cheats, song lyrics, etc.) (10
participants)

Self-sponsored writing. It was far less likely that participants reported
producing written material, either for personal use or for sharing online or with
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friends, although 3 participants reported wanting to be writers when they got
older.


Producing short- or long-form personal written material (journals,
novels, short stories, screenplays, “fanfic”) (4 participants)



Producing and publishing/sharing personal written material (2
participants)

Digital literacy. Participants seemed surprised when I asked about social
media use in the context of a literacy study. They made it clear that for the
most part, they do not consider most digital media use - whether it be text
messaging, emailing, or using a social media app or website- to be a literacy
practice. Rather, they see it as a form of communication that is primarily for
keeping in touch with friends or sharing pictures. Many reported deleting some
apps or avoiding some websites because of “drama” associated with their use.
Several participants told me they do not use social media, and then described
several ways they do use social media.
With this in mind, they reported the following digital literacy practices:
School-sponsored digital literacy.


Researching for a paper



E-mailing a teacher



Checking grades online



Using Google docs to “type” a paper

Page 70



Making a digital art project

Self-sponsored digital literacy.


Using social media apps/websites (e.g. Snapchat, Twitter, Tumblr,
Instagram, Facebook, etc.) to:
o Follow celebrities
o Communicate with friends and family
o Communicate with team members about events/share
announcements
o Share photos
o Share “quotes” (Inspirational quotes about love, friendship,
overcoming obstacles, often non-attributed, printed over a
picture and/or using a distinctive font)
o “Liking” posts by people they follow



Watching videos on YouTube



Playing single- and multi-player video games (PC- based when they
were younger, then internet-based game systems like Xbox or
PlayStation)

Notably, all participants reported that they do not tend to craft original posts or
write comments on any web-based forum, including their personal Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram accounts or on public forums like YouTube. Commenting
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seemed to carry a negative connotation. In the words of Jeffrey, they are
“hateresque”:
Not normally, because I already know that a lot of them are
probably going to be like, hateresque comments, like poking at
every single little flaw. I don't really enjoy reading comments, or
leave - like, I don't really leave any comments. (September 26,
2014, 95-97)

Literacy Values and Beliefs
Jeffrey: Like, 'Who am I as like a reader or a writer?' - that's a
question I never thought I'd be asked, in my life. Or at least not
when I'm in middle school.
CR: What's surprising about that question?
Jeffrey: Because I've never really thought about it. I've never really
thought about it, and I still don't really have a good answer. I still
don't entirely know who I am as a person, anyways, that's not
something that I can answer, now, that's not something that I know that's not a question that I know the answer to. I mean, like, if kids - if
you ask questions to kids and they just have this great plain old
answer, concrete, then they're like, lying to themselves, because I
guarantee you, no - no eighth grader, adult, whatsoever, knows
exactly who they are. Probably no like, college student, or probably
not even like someone who has a good working job and is in
charge of a family or something, like no one really knows who they
are, it's just kind of one of those things where you've just got to sit
down for like a few months or so and think about everything that
has happened to you. (November 7, 2014, 207-219)
I introduced this quote at the beginning of Chapter 3 because it
demonstrates the methodological quandary of conducting phenomenological
research with younger teenagers. It is also an anchoring quote that
demonstrates Jeffrey’s theoretical orientation within the context of this study.
Ironically, given that Jeffrey is saying he does not know himself, his response to
that question reveals a great deal about the way he views the world: seeing the
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big picture, thinking about how the events in his life link up with one another,
demonstrating the ability to see the world through others’ eyes.
Common literacy values & beliefs. Several themes emerged from
interviews with the participants. Given my research question, I attempted to
elicit their understanding of:


The purpose of reading



The purpose of writing



What it means to “be a reader”



The sponsoring relationships that shape their literacy experiences



What it means to be successful, in school and in life

They spoke to these concepts in great detail, and rich themes emerged from
these discussions that formed the basis of the clusters I use to report findings from
this study. As with literacy practices, participants indicated some similar literacy
beliefs and values. These emerged as themes over the course of data analysis.
Reader identity is a mark of prestige. Eight participants firmly identified as
“readers” (love reading, read for enrichment, proud of reading
accomplishments) in a similar way. Two participants did not - Clark, whose
cultural differences from his peers (born in China and raised there until the age
of nine) meant he had a very different experience growing up and Junior,
whose interest in technology and gaming predominates everything else.
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Identifying as a "reader" appeared to be something most participants
thought set them apart from their peers and provided a source of hidden
pleasure, almost like a secret identity. Many saw a reader identity as
distinguishing them intellectually from peers and siblings; many perceived
themselves as being persecuted for reading, by teachers and peers.
Rebecca: Yeah, I used those a lot. Like, reading, I always loved to
read. Like, I remember by the time I got into elementary school and
it was like, "Oh, you have to read for 20 minutes every night," it had
to - my mom would say to me, "You can't read before the rest of
your homework," because I would just read, forever, until my book
was done, and then it would be too late to do my homework. She
was like, "You have to do your math, and your spelling, before you
do your reading," because of that, so I always loved to read.
(September 19, 2014, 123-127)
Reading competed with homework to be Rebecca’s top priority. In the end, for
Rebecca, homework won – she learned how to forestall her desire to read in
order to get her other assignments done first.
Kylar, on the other hand, prioritized reading over homework, to the
detriment of his grades:
I would always read, um, I got into 'I am number four,' 'Eragon,' um, I
read the entire Eragon series in a week. Each book is almost 390
pages, and I read it in one school week. And, uh, every time I would
get done with my schoolwork, like, I'm in history, we'd have
assignments, and he'd give us a paper, and I'd get it done, but the
things [sic] is I would rush through it so I could read. And I wouldn't
do my work as well, because I wanted to read. And, um, it started
to impact my grade a lot. My grades kind of dropped, because I
only wanted to read, I didn't want to do schoolwork. And then I kind
of finally realize [sic], like, well, wait, I've got a failing grade, why do I
have a failing grade, I love this class. And then I was like 'Oh, my
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God, I'm not paying attention, all I'm doing is reading. When the
teacher is talking, I'm reading. So, um, I kind of finally realized, um, I
think I have an addiction to reading. It's hilarious, because you can
ask anybody that really knows me, any of my friends, they're like 'He
will seriously sit there, do his homework so fast you don't even
comprehend how he does it, and he'll pick a book up. Everyone
knows me for reading. I kind of finally realized last year that I can't
do that It's not good at all. Reading's great, but there's a time to
read, kind of. (September 19, 2014, 306-318)
Kylar and Rebecca, though facing different outcomes in the face of voracious
reading, expressed that reading was something that should not get in the way
of homework; Kylar described it as an “addiction,” which certainly has a
negative connotation. Jeffrey, on the other hand, pointed out the irony of a
teacher telling him not to read:
When I was little-little, until about maybe first grade, I really, really
didn't like reading. And then, the school started forcing me to read,
so then, I adapted and became to love reading, but then, second
grade came, and I found out that I was apparently reading too
much, which was like alien to me, because the school had been
telling me "Jeffrey, you have to read books," I am reading books, I
am doing what they told me to, and now they're saying I can't read
anymore. (September 19, 2014, 155-162)
Jeffrey articulated the tension between reading, which was initially a school
sanctioned practice, and other school sanctioned practices that were
supposed to take precedent. Once students took ownership of reading, it
seemed that students lost the school’s support for it.
Class reading versus choice reading. Opinions on "all class" reads like "The
Cay" were consistently negative, with many participants reporting that it was not
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a book they would have chosen independently. Some reported disliking the
pacing of these assignments and indicated frustration at having to wait for other
students to "catch up." Other class reads were unpopular because the subject
matter did not appeal to students. For example, Soozy had an unpleasant
experience reading Jerry Spinelli’s The Wringer
…we had to read a book about snapping pigeons' necks. I was so
angry and um, I kept complaining about it, but I didn't tell my mom
what it was about, and she was like, "Why don't you want to read,
you've always loved reading," and I was like, "I don't know, I just
don't want to read this book," um, yeah, and then I told her, and
she was like, "You should have told me, you wouldn't have had to
read that." It was like - I didn't enjoy it at all, so that was kind of hard,
because if you read, or, I find, if I read more than one book at
once, I get them all jumbled together, and then that makes it
harder for me to do book reports and stuff, so I had to like, focus on
reading this book, but I hated it. It was like - it made me so upset
that I was like, "I don't even want to read!" (October 17, 2014, 242259)
All-class reading threatened to undermine Soozy’s love of reading because she
could not choose to avoid subject matter that disturbed her.
Participants have popular taste. Participants read high interest, bestselling YA Fiction. These included largely "realistic" tearjerkers or fantasy/sci-fi
books, many of which have been adapted into blockbuster film franchises. As
young children, they read picture books that were often derived from popular
cartoons and toys (i.e. Barbie, Dora the Explorer, and Bob the Builder). See
Appendix C for a list of books that recurred across the interviews.
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Reading and academic success is defined by volume, length and level.
Nine participants referenced achievement milestones in terms of levels (i.e.
terms like "grade level," "reading level") to describe their success as readers and
students. Demarcations of these levels include being assigned a color-coded
bin in elementary school from which to choose books, being assigned to RTI
during SSR time, the length and volume of books read for SSR, awards given for
reading completion (pizza coupons, gift certificates) and whether one has read
the same books that one's friends have read. Leveling seems to be an
organizational practice at Mountainville, similar to tracking. Kendra described
an assessment that was meant to indicate a “level.”
Kendra: I was really, like, nervous, like, I was like, fidgeting, I was like,
shaking, I hope I get a good grade on this, I was terrified. But,
because it was the first thing, I was not expecting that to happen.
But because I didn't even know it was going to happen, and I go
into school, "Oh, there's this big essay that's going to happen during
this block and the whole entire high school is doing it, and 'yay,'" It
was bad.
CR: It was for English class, or was it for like, and Advisory, like - ?
Kendra: It was to see, like, what level you're on. We're all in levels,
but it's to show the teachers what point we're at. (October 24, 2014,
210-219)
Literacy skill learning is a linear/sequential progression. Participants
describe reading "little books" or "younger books" and then eventually reading
"bigger" or "older" books. They describe more words and sentences appearing
on the page with each passing year. They describe books they read as teens as
being "thicker" and "more sophisticated." They noticed being entrusted with
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more books as they age - one book a week, then three books a week, and now
as many as they like, although few use the library.
Talia: Um, before I started school, my mom used to read little books
to me, and that's mainly how I learned how to read, so.
CR: Would she try to teach you how to read, or would she just read
to you?
Talia: She'd read, and then she'd, like, show me like how to
pronounce the little words, the little words like 'the' or 'and' and like,
little words. (September 19, 2014, 157-161)
Rebecca also described the books she read as a young child as “little”:
Rebecca: Um, well, like I said, my sister and I used to play school, and we
would have like, the little books, and we would like, read, or - I would
read, probably, because I could actually read when we were little like
that, but, my sister couldn't yet… (September 19, 2014, 195-197)
They described learning to form letters and then words, with pencils and markers
and letter blocks; then copying sentences and learning to spell through spelling
tests; then being asked to write reports and projects about science experiments,
historical events and figures, and to write personal narratives, research papers
and opinion pieces in middle and high school. They described these as
increasing with regard to skills required, expectations for grading, and length.
Reading enriches vocabulary. This seemed to be the primary academic
benefit of reading, according to the participants. This is in contrast to the futureoriented, utilitarian benefits of writing - reading appears to them to provide an
ongoing academic benefit that pays off immediately.
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Kylar: because of reading it makes you smarter in everyday life,
because you have, um, a very, very large vocabulary, and, um,
you understand more, because like in fantasy books, when you
read enough fantasy books, you can put plots together, and you
can kind of relate them to everyday life. (September 19, 2014, 153158)
Rebecca: it makes me understand, like, words better too, I think,
because I'll find that somebody will tell me a word, then I'll find the
definition of it, and then it's in the next three books I read - so it just
makes me understand how words are used in sentences more.
(September 26, Lines 195-198)
Jeffrey: it expands your vocabulary. And I feel that a vast
vocabulary makes you seem very smart, very intelligent, so you
know, a lot of colleges will accept you, you'll get way more job
opportunities, and I also think reading makes you smarter, even if
you're reading a fantasy book about dragons and dwarves and
elves and things like that that aren't even going on in the real world,
I still feel that it makes you smarter, and more intelligent because
you're just reading, and reading is fun. (September 26, 2014, 362367)
Avoiding the “haters” by consuming (not producing) content. Participants
appeared to be inundated with social media, websites, YouTube videos, video
games, even computer games when they were little. They reported watching
video captures of others playing games. They posted selfies and inspirational
quotes on Instagram. They communicated via pictures on Snapchat. They did
not frequently comment, compose status updates or even write texts, choosing
instead to send pictures, "stickers," videos, screenshots etc. As Talia put it,
“Instagram and Snapchat are like, my life right now” (October 17, 2014, Line 97).
Kate described “Selfies, more selfies, same on Instagram. I usually put quotes on
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Instagram, too. Twitter, I usually just like, I don't know, I kind of just look on Twitter”
(September 26, 2014, Line 106).
When Kate described quotes, she meant visual images (.jpeg files) that
present a message (often inspirational) in a format using graphic design. These
are sometimes superimposed over landscapes or other images. Kate primarily
utilized visual images as a means of expression on Instagram and Snapchat,
sometimes integrating quotes from other people as part of that expression.
Participants seemed to associate less risk with sharing images and quotes than
with composing a status update or a tweet.
The utility of writing. When participants did compose text messages, for
example, the primary reason was for utilitarian communication around making
plans, organizing team practices, and asking about homework. This mirrored
how participants saw their parents using writing. For most participants, early
childhood experiences with writing were associated with utility and
transgression. All participants reported seeing parents write for work, paying bills,
and filling out forms.
Creativity versus choice. Given the choice between analytical and
creative school-based writing, participants favored creative writing. However,
creativity in a school-based assignment seems limited to topic and not
assignment criteria, a fact which delimits what students can do in this context:
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Jeffrey: I guess the whole creative writing assignment where there's
still guidelines you have to follow, and a whole outline that you
have to work with and a topic that you have to have, you can - you
still have room to work, you still have open wiggle room, you know,
you can write what you want to write, as long as it's within the
standards and guidelines, so I thought "Oh, hey, cool, I can just kind
of write whatever I want, as long as it has a structure, and, you
know, correct spelling, it follows the topic that the teacher has us
do, things like that. (September 19, 2014, 342-348)
Jeffrey continued to frame creative writing in the context of assignment criteria
and standards, in search of the “wiggle room.” Having a topic of choice is also
important to Rebecca.
Rebecca: Well - I guess I kind of like, like, creative writing, but I don't
like, "Well, you have to write a report on George Washington," like,
that's boring, and CR: What's boring about it?
Rebecca: I don't know, like, all the research you have to do about
it, and you have to like, switch the words around so that you're not what's the word I want? - like, copying it, and so - yeah. It’s just like,
so tiring, where it's not like, it can just be creative writing, where you
can write about anything you want. (September 19, 2014, 411-417)

Participants felt confined by the strictures of writing research papers about an
assigned topic, such that any assignment that involved choice was construed as
“creative.” It’s unclear if this is how the writing assignments were described to
students, or if students were interpreting “choice” as “creative” based on their
own assumptions about what creative writing is. Even this kind of writing was not
considered pleasurable in the way that reading was. Framed by the social
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language of teenagers, Rebecca reported that “writing just doesn't seem very
popular anymore” (September 26, 2014, 74).
Writing provoked anxiety. The feedback cycle seemed to be a source of
anxiety for many participants
Kendra: …it had to be like, a good and it had to be a nice letter and it
had to have details about yourself, and it was kind of like, hard to do,
because I had like, so many thoughts rushing through my head, like, "I
wonder what grade I'm going to get on this, I wonder if I'm going to like,
pass, or - " it was just kind of stressful for me to write my first letter to
someone, like, my first big assignment - (October 17, 2014, 453-457)
Many participants reported feeling pressured or disengaged by teacher
feedback and grades on written assignments, beginning in about third or fourth
grade. Additionally, writing could provoke disciplinary action - Jeffrey and Talia
reported writing in unauthorized spaces (on walls, in hymnals) and being
reprimanded. For some participants, this seemed to associate writing with
unpleasant risk-taking because of the fear of criticism or of disciplinary
consequences.
Literacy Orientations
As stated in the introduction to this section, what distinguished participants’
perspectives the most was the way they discussed the role literacy plays in their
current lives and their perceived futures. And, as Jeffrey reminded me, they
have a lot of life yet to live. For the purpose of reporting findings, I have
“clustered” participants’ into three categories according to their literacy values
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and beliefs: Game Players, Critical Consumers, and Aspirational Creators.
(Jeffrey, for the record, is an Aspirational Creator). These literacy orientations
emerged from the process of data analysis, and are primarily distinguished
according to their perceptions of the purpose of reading and writing

Distinguishing Literacy Values and Beliefs
Reading provides academic and personal enrichment. All participants could
articulate a purpose to reading. Nine of the participants described how they
primarily liked to read fictional novels, select authors and series to read in
sequence, and anticipate what will “happen next.” However, what
distinguished Game Players, Critical Consumers and Aspirational Creators was
the extent to which reading played a role in furthering one’s academic interests,
sense of self, or connection to others. For Game Players, the primary purpose of
reading is to learn and achieve:
Jonathan: …you learn more in reading than you would - not just
about what you're reading, but how to - how books are set up, and
like, how chapters are set up, but, other than that, I think it helps you
get better at reading, you can read things faster, and the more you
read, probably the faster you'll read. (November 7, 2014, 392-394)
For Critical Consumers and Aspirational Creators, reading’s primary purpose
extended beyond the classroom. For them, it served as a therapeutic outlet, a
pleasurable act, and an opportunity to explore. It was described as “peaceful,”
“quiet,” a way to “express yourself.” It is an activity that filled leisure time outside
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of schoolwork, sports and chores and sometimes took precedence over these
activities.
Kendra: I also liked reading because it was peaceful, it was quiet, it
wasn't like stressful, you didn't have - you didn't really get graded on it, or
you'd have to like, pass in something, it was like your own free time to
where you could do whatever you want. (October 17, 2014, 267-271)
Reading alleviated Kendra’s anxiety (she described this in contrast to her
experiences with writing, which provoked anxiety). In fact, it appeared to
provide a therapeutic outlet for all of the Critical Consumers and Aspirational
Creators. The manifestation varied from participant to participant, but the
fulfilling element of reading was very real for each one:
Reading provided role models:
CR: Why did you like Charlotte's Web?
Kendra: Because the pig was unique, and at first people - I don't even
remember the book, but he wasn't scared to be himself, and he had so
many friends. I just kind of like, looked up to the pig. (October 17, 2014,
174-177)
Reading helped with social skills and identity development:
Kylar: …[Reading]gives you a better understanding of everyday life. It kind
of helps you with your social skills, and um, kind of sometimes knowing
yourself, and being yourself. (September 26, 2014, 331-333)
Reading provided an escape:
Kylar: …reading helps life, it helps you in life. It will definitely help you get
away from anything that is happening, no matter what it is. (September
26, 2014, 633-635)
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Reading eased loneliness:
Jeffrey: I don't know, I guess, just imagine that I'm in that world, like,
classmates with [Harry Potter], like, working alongside him, I don't know, it's
cool, because it's like this huge fantasy world I can relate to and
completely understand…
Rebecca: it gives you like, I don't know, like, I don't know how to phrase
this, but it gives you, like, examples of what can happen if you make, like,
the wrong decision, I guess, and it just like, shows you other things. Like I
saw this quote once and it said "We read to know that we are not alone,"
so like, it's kind of true, like, you read to know that other people have the
same problems, I guess. (September 26, 2014, 327-331)
Reading provided a way for them to explore, differentiate and express their
identities at this formative time of their lives. For Jeffrey, this was the imaginary
support network provided by Harry Potter and his friends, for Kylar it was learning
to deal with bullying and abuse, for Kate it was a way to access emotions on a
deep level.
The purpose of writing. What further distinguished Aspirational Creators
from Critical Consumers was the way they articulated the purpose of writing.
While all participants consistently said things like “I don’t like to write,” Game
Players and Critical Consumers articulated that the primary purpose for writing
was to participate in school or work. Aspirational Creators indicated that, while
their writing currently served the needs of school, their writing would serve a
broader purpose in the future. They articulated that they would be able to
express ideas, share experiences, and create work for an audience.
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The role of writing is used in college and work life. All participants
expressed that writing was a necessary skill, and all were reluctant to express
enthusiasm for the writing they were doing at the moment. Only Soozy, Kendra
and Jeffrey reported writing for "fun" or for any other non-school purpose, with
the exception of structured assignments for student council, JNHS, and church
activities. In all interviews, writing was described as a skill that is necessary for
good grades and future success. However, participants varied in what that
writing would look like.
For Game Players and Critical Consumers, writing for school or work in the
future would require the “basics” of essay writing. They described how, in the
future, they would use writing in ways that mirrored their experiences as students,
emphasizing that future college admissions officers, teachers and employers
would value the speed at which they worked, the length of the words they
used, and their ability to organize and proofread.
Kate: when you're older, you need to learn how to do writing, like, your
writing now - you know how to do that. Sometimes you have to write
reports for what job you're doing, or like, for college, to apply for college,
you usually have to write an essay, or something, about it. So that's
important. Knowing your basics. (September 26, 2014, 503-506)
Aspirational Creators described how writing provided opportunities to
participate in larger social conversations, art or cultural movements:
Jeffrey: it could be cool to maybe write screenplays, possibly, I've
never really gotten hugely into the video editing or filmmaking
world, I mean, obviously that sounds pretty cool, but that's more my
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brother's regimen. I mean, admittedly it would be kind of cool if like,
he directed a whole bunch of movies and I would just write the
whole screenplays for it, that could be an interesting thing. I mean, I
don't know. If I had the opportunity to write a screenplay for
someone like Peter Jackson or something, or some nice movie
director, then I'd probably go for it. (November 7, 2014, 45-50)
In contrast to Kate’s response, which emphasizes the basic structure of written
school assignments, Jeffrey’s response emphasizes collaboration with a director
and editor, adaptation of a literary work, and intellectual excitement (and the
possibility of public recognition) for creating a screenplay.
Game players: Jonathan, Talia and Junior. Game Players are playing a
“game” of school – they incorporate literacy into their lives for the purpose of
succeeding at school on an assignment-by-assignment basis; they describe the
future vaguely, in terms of future classes they might take or future jobs they
might have, and consider the role literacy will play in those contexts, again,
moment by moment.
Jonathan. Jonathan, an 8th grader, described early experiences building,
drawing, creating - reading books with his dad at bedtime and listening to his
mom tell stories. His parents divorced when he was young and he moved to a
new house with his dad, a local business owner. He enjoyed playing with
dinosaurs and Lego. He liked reading Lego instruction booklets and making
spaceships and castles. He describes himself as living in the country and
enjoying it. He explained that his house in Mountainville is surrounded by woods,
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compared to his old house in a neighboring town, which was smaller and in the
middle of town.
Jonathan developed an interest in video games as he got older, first
Skyrim and then Call of Duty. When given opportunities to choose books, he
chose The Guinness Book of World Records, Warriors by Erin Hunter and the
Percy Jackson series by Rick Riordan. He also reports reading "sports books,"
about basketball in particular. Jonathon plays soccer and basketball. He does
not do creative writing for fun; however, when he was younger, he drew
pictures of creatures inspired by Skyrim. He did this when he is "bored" and
keeps the drawings for himself, in a sketchbook.
Jonathan excelled at school and reports feeling "good" when they got to
third grade and started getting "checks" on things. He said that good grades
give him a sense of pride and bad grades inspire him to do better next time.
Jonathan: Yeah, because if you write like, a lot, and you write good
in school, then you'll get better grades.
CR: Um, what motivates you to read or write, even when you don't
want to?
Jonathan: Um, the better grades. And the reason that I try so hard
when I'm reading or writing is to get the best overall grade.
CR: Are there consequences to not reading or writing?
Jonathan: Well, I don't know, getting not a grade that's my
satisfactions is kind of my consequence to myself. Like, it - it pushes
me to do better the next time. (November 7, 2014, 396-403)
Jonathan saw himself as the only one among his friends who enjoys school and
likes to get work done on time. Jonathan describes putting a lot of effort into his
writing, to "add, like extra words, and stuff to make the writing sound pretty.
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Because I think it like - it sounds way better when you're reading it." When
pressed, he clarifies that his writing sounds better when he adds "bigger words
and using, like, longer words and making my sentences bigger” (Jonathan,
November 7, 283-288).
Jonathan reported that conversations with his friends mostly involved
complaining about schoolwork and how there is no time to do it. Generally, he
and his friends talked about their experiences gaming, both while playing Call of
Duty after school (using mics to speak to one another remotely as they play)
and the next day at school. He used social media, primarily Instagram and
Snapchat. He said he was not into commenting, instead posting funny pictures
of himself and his friends. He texted for utilitarian purposes, mostly scheduling.
He deleted Facebook because it "took space" on his iPad.
Jonathan’s view of literacy practices was similarly utilitarian- he envisioned
how it would serve him in his progression through middle and high school, and
eventually college.
Well, it's important, and like, I know that it'll help me pay off - that it'll pay
off in the future and help me like - it shows up good on like, college
applications, of how good you were in reading and writing in like
elemen[sic] - in like middle school and high school. (November 7, 2014,
496-498)
Jonathan, a consummate athlete, is going for “best overall” in all categories of
life. If school is a game, grades are the score, and college is the prize.
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Talia. When Talia was three, she would copy her teacher's practice of
writing the alphabet on the wall. She would use pink crayon and write upper
and lower case letters, just like her teacher did. She would get in trouble for this
and blame her sister. She did this so much that her family had to wallpaper over
her walls before they left their home in the middle-Atlantic town of Woodston
when Talia was eight.
As a young child, Talia connected with characters - first the cartoon
characters in her "little books" and then the Gingerbread Man that formed the
theme in her kindergarten class. Talia identified teachers as the originators of
these ideas and activities, and assumed they reflected that teacher's values
and preferences. She also felt curriculum progressed at different rates in
different schools; she described how Woodston was "behind" Mountainville and
she felt she had to "catch up" (Talia, September 19, 2014, 333-336) Although this
was in the fourth grade, and she is currently an eighth grader, she expressed this
struggle as ongoing.
She reported feeling self-conscious about physically writing words and
described her handwriting negatively. When I ask her about writing, she tends
to talk about printing or using cursive, and then about spelling and vocabulary
tests. She is writing essays in her middle school humanities classes and describes
the topic at length but expresses difficulty getting it "right." She says she "bombs"
questions and that teachers' feedback about her errors is hard to "stick in her
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head" (Talia, September 19, 2014, 466). She describes this in the context of
studying for a quiz.
To me, studying means reviewing things you don't even know if it's
going to be on the test, so, I mean, usually - studying for me is hard,
because "Go study your spelling!" Um, okay, comes back with the
first two spelling or vocab things wrong. "Go back and study more!" I
like, I just studied that, and it doesn't stick. (September 19, 2014,
472-475)
However, Talia feels competent as an athlete and teaches others how to play
the sports she picks up easily, stating, “I'm like, all about sports. (October 17,
2014, 8)
She read prominent and popular Young Adult fiction like Veronica Roth’s
Divergent and John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars upon the recommendation of
her peers. She says this is new “since last year.”

She identified genre-based

qualities of fiction that appeal to her - realistic - adventure - fantasy- the
element of excitement that keeps her reading. She became curious about
John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars after hearing friends describe it and give
away information about the ending. She identified Kate, a classmate and
teammate who is also a participant in this study, as a friend who recommends
books to her. She described discussing this book with her friend Kate and
comparing the book with the movie. She preferred reading books that are of
her choosing and reported disliking The Cay, which she read with her class last
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year. She felt like it dragged, and enjoyed the immediacy of action in the
Divergent series she was finishing at the time of this interview.
Talia stated that Language Arts was her hardest class and expresses again
her problems with spelling and reading fluency. She described being put in an
RTI class4 for a time and how teachers told her she put extra letters in her words.
In her first interview, she described her experiences with speech therapy in first
and second grade. Like many other participants, she described getting in
trouble for reading her choice book during class. She talked a lot about SSR
and the way the structure of the assignment (read two books a quarter and
conduct a “book talk” with a teacher) makes her feel pressured to perform. She
is concerned about the impact this assignment has on her grade.
CR: Are there consequences to not reading or writing?
Talia: Um, in school, for like grades, yeah, there's a big
consequence. You have to read like, four books, in a semester, and
um, if you don't your grade drops down to like, a 60. That's if you
have like a like 80.
CR: What about in the future?
Talia: Um, in the future, um, take like Mr. [H’s] class, you have to
read, like, To Kill a Mockingbird, or whatever, um, then it's probably
important that you read the book, but like, I don't think you have to
like, read other books outside of that. (October 17, 2014, 389-396)

According to the RTI Action Network, “Response to Intervention (RTI) is a multi-tier approach to
the early identification and support of students with learning and behavior needs. The RTI
process begins with high-quality instruction and universal screening of all children in the general
education classroom.” ("What is RTI?,")
4
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She preferred to obtain books from a bookstore and describes library books as
"boring." Like many other participants, she described reading as a useful skill
because it builds vocabulary.
Talia thought of “the future” as high school, when she will have to read
Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird in Mr. H’s class. This will be different from her
current SSR program, where she is expected to read four books of her choosing
a year. Talia reported struggling in her Language Arts and Social Studies
classes, earning “75s”, and feeling like she is “behind,” (Talia, September 24, Line
336). I think it is also interesting the way Talia reports “Getting a 60, and that’s if
you have an 80.” Talia, like Jonathan, was keeping score – paying attention to
her numbers and judging which grades could take a hit and which ones
couldn’t. Talia prefers reading to writing because she sees lower stakes
attached to it:
Talia: Like, I read and write for school, but then I go home and I'm
like - I read, but I don't write. Like, it's more of like, reading than
writing, in my life.
CR: Why do you think that is?
Talia: Because I don't like doing like, reading assignments - or, not writing assignments, and if I had a choice to do like, a project,
make like, a little house out of a shoebox or something like that, and
stuff, I'd probably choose that, over the writing, because my writing
grades aren't that good, and I usually get like - essays, I usually get
like, not so good grades. (October 17, 2014, 480-486)
Because she perceived a lack of success in writing, she shut down from it,
instead playing a numbers game as to how much she can let slide and still play
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on her soccer team. The “prize” for Talia was continued participation in sports,
an area in which she excelled.
Talia reported using multiple social media sites, and identified a specific
purpose for each. She read her feeds and sometimes liked or commented on
posts. She posted pictures and used social media to stay in touch with her
friends from her family’s hometown, over 800 miles away. She liked to post
pictures but not write tweets or comments - she found quotes she liked and
shared them, and communicated with her friends by taking pictures of her
surroundings and sharing them via Snapchat or Instagram.
Talia expressed interest in causes like cancer research/prevention and
“Bikes Not Bombs”, and participated in fundraising activities for these causes.
She did not report reading or writing as being helpful to her in participating in
these causes, saying that unless someone posted a picture of her at an event,
she did not want to comment or post anything.
She did not see a purpose for writing beyond writing essays for school.
She continued to think of "writing" as the physical act of putting words on paper,
and identified typing as a useful alternative. Even when I clarified, she did not
express ways in which writing could be a useful skill, unless one becomes a
professional author one day. If reading was a way she can "keep up" with her
peers and do well in school, writing was a way to get good grades. She
envisioned herself in the criminal justice field when she gets older, and perhaps
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becoming a judge. She recognized that reading and writing would play a part
in this, but mostly as a way to get good grades to pursue higher education. I
pressed her to envision a future beyond what she would read in Mr. H’s class,
and she described how she may use literacy one day in a place of
employment:
Talia: Um, writing will help you like, the alphabet, because then you
can put words together, and sound them out, and then like,
reading will help you, like, so then like, once you're older you will be
able to like, sign things off, or if you had to like, write a letter to your
manager or something, it will help you do that.
CR: Mm-hm.
Talia: And like, proofread things, so if you're a manager, and you
have to give it to the owner, you can go read whatever the
person's writing. (October 17, 2014, 489-495)
Talia envisioned a rigidly structured workplace, where one may be a manager,
but one is still getting judged on one’s ability to proofread.
Junior. Junior was less forthcoming than the other participants; he
seemed shy. He spoke quietly and slowly, pausing for a long time before he
spoke, and did not describe his memories with as much clarity and detail as the
other participants.
His parents, who he reported as working in the service and manufacturing
industries, were separated. He had some memories of early literacy practices in
his home; he described watching Bob the Builder on TV and playing games at
PBSKids.org. He remembered reading Dr. Seuss books. He did not seem to
remember spending much time reading with parents, although he recalled
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reading books with his dad "sometimes" and he remembered watching them
use a computer at home.
When he was in elementary school, Junior played imagination games with
other kids, pretending to be characters from Star Wars or pirates on a ship. He
played Lego with a friend who had a big collection and learned to play
Kingdom Hearts on PlayStation 2. He remembered having a "parade" around
the room in preschool to learn how to spell small words like "the" and "and."
He did not find reading and writing to be interesting, but became
interested in typing when they began to be allowed to use computers. He
described himself as "advanced" in technology because he learned quickly
how to use the computer more efficiently - identifying controls and discovering
shortcuts. He started to use graphic design in his school projects, for example in
his social studies class project on "What it's Like to be King," he's using Photoshop
to make a flag instead of trying to draw one. Junior measured his success as a
reader according to “reading level” (Junior, October 24, Line 10) but was most
proud of being “advanced in technology”:
I think it's important to be advanced in technology, because it - it
kind of like, it leads more to the future. I think it shows - if you're
advanced in technology it, um, gives you kind of a[sic] advantage
in other um, in - I think it helps a lot in like, projects. It - you can - if
you were to get like, an assignment, you could be able to use the
computer in ways that others - that some others can't. (October 17,
2014, 222-226)
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He described himself as living in a suburb because he can bike to his friend's
houses. He stated that he enjoyed action books, and remembers reading Black
Hawk Down. He is currently reading "Into the Wild" for class. He enjoyed these
books and James Dashner’s The Maze Runner because it "had a lot of action in
it” (Junior, October 24, 2014, 67).
His primary interests at the time of the interview were soccer, basketball
and video games. Like Jonathan, he voice- chatted with other players while he
played games. He enjoyed "sandbox" games like Garry's Mod (or "Gmod").
Junior reported using Facebook and Twitter to keep up to date on gaming and
sharing gaming info with friends. He followed the YouTubers Syndicate and
Vanoss and was interested in The Walking Dead TV show. He enjoyed videos on
YouTube but stated that he never posts comments. He reported writing "bills" in
the student government but is not sure what he learned from this experience.
He liked the overnight field trip to the state capital. Junior reported being good
friends with Kylar, a classmate, fellow gamer, and another participant in this
study, and says that Kylar encouraged him to read books. Junior wanted to
read the books Kylar recommends but stated that Kylar would never bring them
to school to lend to him.
Like Talia and Jonathan, Junior presented as competitive and referred to
his success in relation to others. Junior, an avid gamer, described at length the
games he excels at and the way he masters “hacks” and cheats” to get ahead.
He envisioned a future as a programmer:
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Um, like, I would use reading and writing a lot more to help me with
- if I were to follow that career actually, it would help me with, like,
doing like, coding stuff, and I could like, learn what - like what I read
is meaning - like what they are - like, what everything stands for, or,
um, for like, bills, like, electric bill, heating bill, stuff like that, I would
have to be able to read and understand that kind of stuff.
(October 24, 2014, 270-274)
For Junior, as for Jonathan and Talia, the purpose of literacy in a vague, postsecondary world was utilitarian– he knew he would need to understand and use
programming language for work. Beyond that, he would need reading and
writing to manage his day-to-day financial affairs. Junior’s “prize” was a job in
tech and the ability to pay his bills.
Game Players appeared to see school as a way to achieve momentary
success. They were mostly focused in the moment, from assignment to
assignment, and did not look too far down the road at the long-term
implications of their choices and actions. They read and write what was
assigned for school, but were more focused on other interests - more
specifically, gaming and sports. They talked a great deal about achievement.
They referenced success in school according to their reading level and the
grades they received.
Critical Consumers: Kylar, Kendra, Kate, and Rebecca. Critical Consumers
made informed choices about the written material they consume. They saw
their schoolwork as part of a big picture; they recognized that some of what
they did in school would be more immediately relevant to them than others.
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Not all of the participants in this category were academically successful;
however, all were voracious readers. They generally read novels, often that
were part of a series, and felt successful when they read longer books at a faster
rate. They sought out digital experiences that reflected their interests, like
following Vloggers on YouTube or reading user-driven content on Wattpad, and
shared their interest in reading with a select few friends or relatives. Because
many of them viewed reading, in particular, as serving a personal enrichment
purpose (relaxation, therapeutic, escape, enjoyment) as well as an academic
one, they also described a future in which they would continue to read “for
fun.” They generally did not like to write, had difficulty identifying a purpose for
writing, and, like the Game Players, only vaguely imagined the ways they might
need writing in a post-secondary academic or employment setting. Participants
in this cluster generally completed written work, but don’t indicate the same
sense of purpose or ownership for writing as they do for reading.
Kylar. Kylar, a friend and fellow gamer of Junior’s, moved to Mountainville
at the age of five, when his dad met Kendra’s mom and they decided to
become a family. Kylar moved from a relatively unstructured life in a trailer in
the deep south, to living in a rambling house in a town near Mountainville.
Financial troubles caused his family to move to a small apartment near the
school, a fact that Kylar kept from me when he first described where he lived.
Kylar has a close relationship with his dad and loves his stepmom. He reported
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having few friends and being bullied for a number of reasons: for example,
being called a “girl” for participating in gymnastics. Kylar loved heavy metal
and classic rock from the 1980s and 1990s, saying that it had a positive message
for him. He appeared to live by inspirational mantras, which he quoted liberally.
Kylar played football and bass guitar. He worked at a family resort during the
summer prior to the interview, described literacy practices he used at work,
including reading maps, following written directions, and assisting guests using
printed promotional materials.
Reading served a number of needs in Kylar’s life. Over the course of our
interviews, he implied that others think he is mean; he stated that he is a good
guy, a nice kid, if he’s approached right. He indicated quite a bit of anger. He
described lashing out at other students during school. Reading and music
provided an “escape” from his problems and help him “vent” and “calm
down.”
Kylar: …reading helps life, it helps you in life. It will definitely help you
get away from anything that is happening, no matter what it is.
(September 26, 2014, 633-635)
Kylar reported being disengaged from reading until the third grade, when his
teacher introduced him to Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events.
From there, he latched onto the Goosebumps series and soon began asking his
dad for book recommendations. His dad, also an avid reader, introduced him
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to the Dragonlance series when Kylar was in middle school. Since then, Kylar has
become engrossed in the Forgotten Realms series.
Kylar demonstrated great pride in his accomplishments as a reader and
seemed to perceive himself as intelligent above and beyond his peers. Several
times over the course of our interviews, he mentioned that he is “above level”:
reading level (Kylar, September 19, 2014,117-121, 272-273), recommended age
level for video gaming (Kylar, September 19, 2014, 149-151), and described how
he found “intelligence level” to be an attractive trait in his friends (Kylar,
September 26, 541). Kylar’s love of reading did not translate to better grades in
school. He reported that he frequently got “in trouble” for reading during class
time.
I read the entire Eragon series in a week. Each book is almost 390
pages5, and I read it in one school week. And, uh, every time I
would get done with my schoolwork, like, I'm in history, we'd have
assignments, and he'd give us a paper, and I'd get it done, but the
things[sic] is I would rush through it so I could read. And I wouldn't
do my work as well, because I wanted to read. And, um, it started
to impact my grade a lot. … So, um, I kind of finally realized, um, I
think I have an addiction to reading. (September 19, 2014, 306-318)
Kylar described his experiences with reading in very complex ways; it is clear
that reading represents a number of things to him. Reading formed a bond with
his dad, distinguished him intellectually from his peers, provided an escape from
emotional, financial and familial problems, indirectly improved school learning

According to http://www.amazon.com, the book has 528 pages in the paperback edition and
544 pages in the hardcover edition.
5
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(for example, he used background knowledge derived from fantasy books to
help him understand a social studies curriculum on medieval times), and helped
him process times when he was “picked on.” Kylar believed reading helps him
make sense of the world:
Absolutely. Because it gives you a better understanding of everyday life. It
kind of helps you with your social skills, and um, kind of sometimes knowing
yourself, and being yourself. (September 26, 2014, 331-333)
In consistent fashion with all participants described so far, Kylar preferred not to
write, either formally or informally. Like the other participants described so far,
he did not write posts or comments on social media forums, although he did
read forums for fans of The Forgotten Realms.
Kylar: In middle school I didn't write all that much. I kind of hated
writing. Almost still do, but, um, I write better in high school than I did
last year, because last year was kind of "Oh, you have to write an
essay." "I don't want to do an essay. This is boring." But now it's kind
of - I don't know, it's better. It's different, for some reason. It's more
interesting this year than it was last year.
CR: What do you think made the difference?
Kylar: Probably because I could pick my classes. I could pick what I
wanted, what I was interested in. (September 26, 2014, 375-382)
He noted that the ability to choose one’s classes in high school improved his
attitude toward writing. Like Talia, he was self-conscious about his handwriting
and discouraged when he received poor grades for his written assignments.
Partially because everyone tells me my handwriting is so messy.
And, um, for some reason, when I'm writing an essay I can't seem to
write more than like three sentences about it, but then when I get it
graded and it comes back, I can come back with this entire
paragraph of, like, the correct answer that would have gotten me
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a hundred on a test. And it always baffles me, because I never do
well on essays and then when I get it back, it's like, "Why - why did I
get this crappy grade?" and then I look at the essay piece, and it's
like "That's why." (September 19, 2014, 362-367)
Unlike Talia, Kylar noticed a disconnect between the way he answers questions
in his head and the way he writes things down as the source of his poor grades.
This allowed him to try different strategies to improve. As a 9th grader, he tried
channeling the “voice” of an ESPN announcer to improve the way his writing
sounds:
I came up with an amazing, um, story of the last minute and thirty
seconds of my football game, my first football game, and I read it
to my dad and he told me that it sounded like something from
ESPN. Um, I'm doing a lot better with my essays this year. Um, I seem
to write a lot better. (September 19, 2014, 370-372)
Kylar recognized improvement in the quality of his writing and his grades. He did
not talk about passing and failing grades as a numbers game; rather, he saw it
as a reflection of his work in a more holistic sense. Success for him comes from
positive recognition from his dad, his most important “literacy sponsor.”
Kylar hoped to pursue work that allowed him to be outdoors, including
forestry, mechanics, carpentry or surveying (Kylar, September 26, 2014, 517-520).
Although he planned to attend college, he did not think writing will play much
of a role in his future. He did, however, see a role for reading:
CR: What role do you think reading will play in your life in the future?
Kylar: Um, definitely helping me learn more, by far, because my
reading already has helped me learn faster, quicker, and more in
depth.
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CR: You think you'll keep reading?
Kylar: Absolutely. I don't think I'll ever stop really. I mean the only
time I'll ever stop is when I run out of books. (September 26, 2014,
609-614)
Because reading already played a substantive role in his life beyond academics
(in fact, academic achievement was much less of a priority to him than what he
learns from books), he predicted that this would continue to be important in his
life regardless of what kind of work he chooses to do.
Kendra. Kendra is a ninth grader, and Kylar's step-sister. Like Kylar, she
described fond memories of playing outside as a child and learning to love
reading upon exposure to these practices at school. Kendra's primary
sponsoring relationship was with her mother, who she remembered reading
inspirational cookbooks as a child, and who did hand over hand writing with her
and encouraged her to write letters to her cousin.
Kendra remembered her mother helping with her early reading and
writing instruction:
CR: Um, what's your first memory of someone trying to teach you to
read?
Kendra: Um, my first memory would be when I was in first grade,
and I was with my mom, and we had to do this reading thing in um,
my class, where we had to read vocab words, and so we could
practice, my mom was helping me read.
CR: And what's your first memory of someone trying to teach you to
write?
Kendra: Ooh. My memory would be when I had - oh, yeah, we
were writing these - in kindergarten, we had to write these, we had
to fill in the blanks in words, and we had it for homework and my
mom would help me, because I didn't know how to do some of the
letters. I didn't know how to really spell things. So, my mom would
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help me, and show me how to do it. She'd write it down, tell me like,
how - like, trace it over, and then try to do it on my paper.
(October 17, 2014, 147-156)
Kendra described positive, structured reading and writing experiences with her
mom throughout early elementary school. Kendra also played with fashion dolls
and read books about princesses.
In early elementary school, she discovered E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web.
CR: Why did you like Charlotte's Web?
Kendra: Because the pig was unique, and at first people - I don't
even remember the book, but he wasn't scared to be himself, and
he had so many friends. I just kind of like, looked up to the pig.
(October 17, 2014, 174-177)
She related to the characters in the book and felt inspired – she “looked up to
the pig.” As an older child, Kendra liked to choose her own books to read. She
describes how she would “scout” the library for mystery books as a fourth and
fifth grader (Kendra, October 17, 2014, 217). She would also “write down stories”
in a “random notebook” starting in middle-elementary school. She wrote a story
about the “Green Giant guy from the vegetable commercials” ransacking the
library. She hid the notebook because she shared a room with her cousin and
“did not want her to make fun of me” (Kendra, October 17, Lines 279-287) To the
time of our interview, she reported keeping a "little book" that recorded her
dreams, stories and ideas. She did not show her writing to anyone. She did not
believe anyone, inside or outside of her family, knew that she writes in a journal.
Kendra also loves to draw and draws frequently, but keeps these drawings
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private. Kendra is self-conscious about reading in public as well as about
sharing her writing and drawings:
Um, when I draw I'm really self-conscious about it, like, I had a
health project that I brought in today, and, um, people in my class
were like, "Oh, that's really good, that's really good, and I
completely hated it, like, I - when it comes to my drawings, I don't
take any compliments on it, I always say it's terrible because I'm
never satisfied with my drawings. (October 24, 2014, 365-368)
Unlike Talia, Kendra’s confidence as a reader did not appear to have
diminished when she was placed in an RTI class in 8th grade:
And then eighth grade I had to do um, because - oh, bug because in seventh grade I didn't really read that many books, so in
eighth grade they had me go into an RTI group for reading, and I
had to read a certain amount of books, and I got out of the RTI
because I did so good, and I didn't have to go back. (October 17,
2014, 262-265)
She implied that she did not need to be in RTI, and did what she needed to do
to get out. Still, as a 9th grader, she felt self-conscious that people might make
comments about her reading if she did it at school, so she preferred to read at
home:
Whenever I pick up a book, people are like amazed, that's the only
thing that people pick on me about, like, if I pick up a book and I'm
reading an actual book, they're like, "Is that a book in your hand, is
that your eyes, going across the book? Are you actually reading a
book?" I'm like, "Yeah, it's nothing new, it's a book," and they're like,
"I've never seen you read," and I'm like, "That's why." (October 24,
2014 355-360)
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Kendra was interested in fashion and beauty, and reports spending
approximately 2.5 hours a day following YouTubers who explore these topics
(Bethany Mota, in particular) (Kendra, October 24, 2014, 114-117) She also
worked with an anti-bullying club and followed Vloggers who talked about
social justice. She reported using a variety of social media outlets, following
people she admires and, like Talia, searching for and reposting inspirational
quotes. (Kendra, October 24, 2014, 334-340) She did not post comments
because she felt they would be used in a negative way. Kendra described how
social media use promotes “drama”:
Like, it's supposed to be for like, communicating with people and
like, to have fun, but some people just abuse it, some people, like,
go on it and post statuses to like call people out, or to talk to
people, so you don't say actually to their face, so they just say it to
everyone and just let everyone know what's happening, but they
don't like tag the person in it, but the person will see it and they
know they're talking about them, and they'll comment on it then
there's just like a whole bunch of people that will just, like, comment,
and start liking things and keep on arguing with other
people…(October 24, 2014, 38-44)
Overall, she recognized that reading and writing work in tandem to help her
understand topics in more sophisticated ways.
I think reading and writing played in my life is like, um, there's like a
learning kind of thing, that's how I would learn. I would read books
to learn, not just for fun. I would write to, um, because when I write, I
read things at the same time, so that way it's like, in my brain, and I'll
like, read it over to see if it makes sense to me, and that's how I
learned, when I was younger. Um, so I'd say that reading and
writing was my learning tool, and that's how I learned. Like, when I'm
writing down notes, I read it, and then I write it, and then it goes into
my head, and I process it, and it stays there for a minute, and I
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remember what I wrote, I remember what the - like, word means,
what this person did, what they did that made them so successful,
like why they're important, and I think that - I think it was a big huge
learning tool in my life. (October 24, 2014, 445-453)
Rebecca. Rebecca represents the fourth generation of her family
inhabiting one house; unlike all of the other participants, she had never moved.
Her parents are college educated and her grandparents on one side were
teachers. Rebecca described having toys and books from an early age, and
formed an early identity of herself as "a reader." Rebecca, like Junior, attended
preschool - as opposed to Talia who attended daycare and Kylar and Kendra,
who did not attend school until kindergarten. Her parents supported her
interests outside of school, including dance and skiing. Like Talia, she played
sports. Unlike Talia, she was on National Junior Honor Society and Destination
Imagination and student council.
Rebecca described the extensive way her mother used writing in her job
as a school services provider, and used this to explain why her mother helped
her write when she was a child.
Rebecca: Yeah, I mean, my mom would always like, help with
writing and stuff, because that's kind of what she does a lot with
kids, for her job CR: Yep.
Rebecca: So - I remember, like, my sister and I would play, like,
school, with like, our dolls and everything, and then we would, um,
we would like, write on the papers. (September 19, 2014, 140-144)
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Rebecca’s mom’s work in education seemed to have had a strong
influence on Rebecca’s upbringing. She described "scribbling" on paper before
she learned to form words. Rebecca remembered playing with blocks early in
school to learn to identify letters and letter sounds, and "progressing" to writing
independently in notebooks by second or third grade. Like Talia, Rebecca
played CD-based computer games as a child. Additionally, she had Webkins
toys and played on the Webkins website. Rebecca would play imagination
games with other students at school, in which they created houses and props for
their Webkins and acted out "stories.” She played with American Girl dolls and
Bitty Babies. (Rebecca, September 17, 111-119) Rebecca had access to toys
and technology that other participants did not report having.
As an 8th grader, Rebecca compared the volume of her reading as an
older student with her reading as a younger student. When she was younger,
she enjoyed the Baby Mouse series and Little House on the Prairie. She reported
reading fast, and checking out “lots of books” during library time because they
were only allowed in the library once a week. (September 17, 290-299) Her
mother and school librarian would recommend books to her; she did not like
books given to her by her teacher because they were “too easy.” She
remembered being sorted into the “Red Reader” group and disliking the books
they read.

Reading circles and group work also seemed to cause Rebecca a

good deal of stress, because her grade would depend on the efficacy of her
group, and she felt that other students did not "do not do their work."
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Rebecca compared the volume of her reading with two of her peers,
Lauren and Kathy6. She described how the three of them would always "place"
in the SSR competition, and that Lauren would read 800 page books from the
Warriors series. Rebecca appears to admire Lauren as a prolific reader, even
though they do not like the same books. Rebecca showed me her award from
last year (which she had with her), that indicated she read 5 books, with a total
of 2292 pages. Apparently, SSR completion was measured in pages as well as
the number of books. Rebecca seems proud of her accomplishment.
A challenge for Rebecca seemed to be balancing her self-sponsored
reading with the demands of her homework. She told this story about her mom
intervening in her reading practice:
Yeah, I used those a lot. Like, reading, I always loved to read. Like, I
remember by the time I got into elementary school and it was like,
"Oh, you have to read for 20 minutes every night," it had to - my
mom would say to me, "You can't read before the rest of your
homework," because I would just read, forever, until my book was
done, and then it would be too late to do my homework. She was
like, "You have to do your math, and your spelling, before you do
your reading," because of that, so I always loved to read.
(September 19, 2014, 123-127)
Rebecca learned from this that reading is an interest that needs to be deferred
until other schoolwork is done. Reading became a reward for her once her
other work was done. However, once SSR became a requirement in sixth grade,

6

Pseudonyms assigned by the author.
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she was allowed to put her skill at reading a large volume of work quickly to
good use.
Rebecca received magazines in the mail and books from the library, and
again explaining how this is because her mom did not want to spend so much
money on books when she reads them so quickly and does not re-read them
(Rebecca, September 19, 2014, 543-548).
Writing, on the other hand, was not interesting to Rebecca. In her own
words, cited earlier in this chapter, “writing just doesn't seem very popular
anymore” (September 26, 2014, 74). Like Kylar and Talia, Rebecca reported that
writing was "boring" and not something she pursued outside of school. If she has
to write, she says she prefers creative writing to "writing a report on George
Washington." However, she reported that writing in response to a painting for
science class felt like "busy work," and writing for English or Social Studies was
more important because it "counts" and it has to be "good” (September 19, 476481)
Rebecca tried to keep a journal a few times, using it to write about when
she was mad at people, but characterized this practice as "stupid" and said she
did not continue it. Rebecca used social media to communicate about events
with her teammates. She used Snapchat to make announcements about
meeting places and times. She used the internet to conduct research for schoolbased assignments and to take online quizzes related to movies and books she

Page 111

enjoyed. She used the internet to look for conversation starters to help her stay in
touch with a friend from camp over text and Snapchat. Unlike reading, which
Rebecca reported enjoying to the point of distraction, writing served a primarily
utilitarian purpose. The only writer she says she knows is her friend Lauren, who is
also her SSR rival. Rebecca recounts how her friend Lauren must like to write
because she wrote for a competition and she won. As in the example in which
she described process writing as “busy work” in science but essay writing in
Language Arts as having purpose, Rebecca seemed to want writing to have a
tangible outcome to make the task worth it.
Rebecca reported she plans to attend college and wants to live in
Mountainville as an adult. She once wanted to be an interior designer, but she
thought people in Mountainville would not hire an interior designer. She did not
say why. She described teaching as being a more practical occupation for her.
She was fairly certain she would need to know how to write as a teacher, and
this kept her focused on doing well on written assignments:
CR: Um, what motivates you to read and write, even if you don't
want to, or when you don't want to?
Rebecca: Um, I guess, mostly for the writing thing, because I don't
really have to worry about reading, but, I guess when it's like,
homework, I know that I have to get it done or else I'll like, fail the
class, and I can't let that happen?
CR: Why?
Rebecca: Because, I don't know, because I want to go to college,
and I can't fail. And, like, to be a teacher, you can't really fail
classes. (September 26, 2014 359-366)
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While the purpose of writing still puzzles Rebecca, she viewed reading as having
a consistent and positive role in her life beyond high school:
Rebecca: it gives you like, I don't know, like, I don't know how to
phrase this, but it gives you, like, examples of what can happen if
you make, like, the wrong decision, I guess, and it just like, shows
you other things. Like I saw this quote once and it said "We read to
know that we are not alone," so like, it's kind of true, like, you read to
know that other people have the same problems, I guess.
(September 26, 2014, 327-331)

Kate. Kate was born in a southern state and moved to town at the age of
six. She has memories of being read to by her mother and having a close
relationship with a preschool teacher. She reported that her parents attended
college and currently do office work.
Like Rebecca, Kate reported that her family has a remote camp that they
use for snowmobiling and other kinds of recreation. Like Talia, Kate reported
that she felt like she was "behind" when she moved to Mountainville and that
she wanted to "get up higher in the reading." She recognized some students as
being in the "high" group and aspired to their level of achievement.
Kate reported enjoying writing when she was allowed to be creative,
when she can "make up a world." She reported being conscientious about her
grades, and hoping to be a nurse when she gets older. She wanted to keep her
grades up so that she could get into a good college. She enjoyed reading
because she liked to get "lost in a book." Like Rebecca, she identified Lauren as
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a "reader" and someone she can discuss books with. They both had "Wattpad"
accounts, where they read, write and trade fanfiction. In our second interview,
Kate revealed that she liked to read teen romance stories - written by and
about teens.
These stories are written as "real time" serials - Kate would get a notification
on her iPad when a new chapter was available and was happy to find out what
happened next. This seemed to be reading for pure joy, as opposed to reading
to achieve anything. Kate seemed embarrassed to talk about her Wattpad
reading at first, perhaps because the “romantic” content can sometimes be
explicit.
Kate did not enjoy writing for school, and pointed to the Greek mythology
assignment she was currently working on as an example of something that did
not work for her. She was worried about grades on her writing, and would prefer
to write for fun. Kate had to write a statement of faith for her church’s
confirmation class. Like Rebecca, Talia and Kylar, she described the strict
requirements the middle school English teacher had for writing, and said that this
is stressful for her. She placed extra time and emphasis on her Language Arts
class because she worried about falling behind.
Kate described teachers throughout elementary and middle school in
negative terms. For example, this is how she described her second grade
teacher:
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I didn't do so good in Miss – ‘s class, because I didn't like her as a
teacher. She wasn't that good of a teacher. (September 19, 2014,
222-224)
And her fifth grade teacher:
No one really liked her, well, except for her homeroom. She made
one kid cry before, I think they didn't do their homework or
something, she made them feel bad or something. (September 19,
2014, 519-520)
In middle school, Kate identified her struggles in class with the difficulty of
the work rather than the personality of the teacher:
Kate: I don't know, because you have to be, like, in Ms. Evans' class,
you have to be like, really precise, like you have to be, like, exact,
like exactly what she has, and stuff, so it's just harder.
CR: What are her expectations of your writing?
Kate: Um, no grammar mistakes, no nothing, it has to be the right
commas, if it's a new paragraph it has to be a new paragraph. Like
almost like all teachers, but she's just like, really strict about it.
CR: How do you feel when you're writing for her class?
Kate: Um, I'm scared that I'm going to get a bad grade. I kind of try
to work on it a lot more than other classes, like, she's my first priority.
(September 19, 2014, 476-483)
It seemed like teachers with high expectations provoke stress for Kate, and she is
afraid of failing if she doesn't perceive a teacher as "nice" or "helpful" or willing to
let her "redo" things (September 19, 2014, 491-495).
Kate often described herself with reference to other people. She was
focused on her life in the present, and was initially reticent to open up. For
example, Kate tended to answer direct questions negatively. For example, I
asked, "Do you use Instagram?" and she said "no." However, when pressed, she
told me about all of the ways she used Instagram (following bands, sharing
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photos). Kate started to open up when she could speak in terms of what her
friend Lauren7 does – Lauren is a fangirl, Lauren likes to read, Lauren writes MKTO
Fanfic; however, it sounded like she was describing qualities about Lauren that
found admirable. She presented herself as high achieving in school and sports,
and emphasized this vision of herself in the present rather than explaining her
experiences and interests as a young child.
Kate was very concerned with watching and comparing the film
adaptations of books she loves. Kate privileged the information she got from the
film versions. She uses the pronunciation of Tobias's name as an example - but
goes on to say that watching the movie made her think about how "close [she]
got or how far off" she was.
Unlike Rebecca, Kate collected her books. Her parents bought them for
her at Books-A-Million in a nearby outlet mall. She reported trying to fill her shelf.
She said she likes to "look back" at what she has read; she seemed to place
great emphasis on achievement and measured those achievements
quantitatively. For example, when I asked her what it meant to be a good
reader, she answers "to be able to read kind of high-level books for your like,
grade." When I ask how she got to be a good reader, she says it was through
competition.

7

Pseudonym chosen by the author.
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Like Rebecca, Jonathan, Talia and Kylar, Kate identified books according
to age and volume - "younger" books have fewer words and sentences as
opposed to "older" books which are more "sophisticated." She described The
Fault in Our Stars and Everyday as being more sophisticated and reported
finding them to be emotionally moving. She reported going to see If I Stay
alone in order to cry. Kate described how reading gave her access to the
emotions of the characters - this was something she appeared to find
compelling in the books she chose. She also thought books should be chosen by
readers based on their interests.
Critical Consumers exceeded the minimum expectations placed on them
by school as readers for personal and/or academic reasons, are focused on
volume and type of reading, consume social media content that is specific to
their interests. Though eight of the ten participants interviewed identified
themselves as “readers,” their reasons for reading are distinct across the three
profiles. There is a personal as well as academic benefit to reading for these
participants, and a deeper sense of purpose related to literacy practices.
Aspirational Creators: Jeffrey, Clark and Soozy. Aspirational Creators
expressed similar views to Critical Consumers about the purpose and benefit of
reading; in addition, they recognized the power of writing as a tool of expression
or instrument of change in the world. Although all three claim they do not write
for fun, they also described many creative, written projects that they have
pursued in their spare time.

Additionally, they expressed a desire to write
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professionally when they get older and expressed understanding of the way
literacy practices provide opportunities for connection and inspiration amongst
others outside their school and community.
Jeffrey. Jeffrey, an 8th grader, had lived in town for the shortest amount of
time compared to other participants at the time of the interview. His parents
were college educated – both employed in helping professions - and Jeffrey's
brother had recently left for college in a big city. They lived in a home owned
by one of his parent’s employers. His grandparents were also in helping
professions. His family was well-traveled. Being new to town, Jeffrey was a lonely
kid. He leaned on his favorite book characters for an imaginary social support
network. Harry Potter was an especially important character.
CR: What do you do when you're playing Harry Potter?
Jeffrey: I don't know, I guess, just imagine that I'm in that world, like,
classmates with him, like, working alongside him, I don't know, it's
cool, because it's like this huge fantasy world I can relate to and
completely understand, (September 19, 2014, 387-390)
Jeffrey had early memories of his parents reading - his mother for pleasure and
his father for work. His father encouraged him to read The Lord of the Rings and
The Hobbit and purchased British editions of Jeffrey's beloved Harry Potter series.
Jeffrey was praised for his reading ability early in his school career, although he
reported not liking to read as a young kid. He learned to love reading when he
discovered Harry Potter in second grade, at which point, like Kylar and
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Rebecca, Jeffrey reported being frequently chastised by teachers and his
parents for "reading too much" and putting off his homework.
When I was little-little, until about maybe first grade, I really, really
didn't like reading. And then, the school started forcing me to read,
so then, I adapted and came to love reading, but then, second
grade came, and I found out that I was apparently reading too
much, which was like alien to me, because the school had been
telling me "Jeffrey, you have to read books," I am reading books, I
am doing what they told me to, and now they're saying I can't read
anymore. So I've now over the years developed a healthy balance,
like, I know not to read during class, unless I have free time and
nothing else to do, and - so yeah. (September 19, 2014, 155-162)
Jeffrey looked up to his brother, Peter, and admired his taste in music. He
researched the bands his brother recommended using websites like YouTube.
He also used YouTube to see video demonstrations of others playing video
games. Like all other participants in this study, he ignored comments on
YouTube and did not post comments himself. He felt that comments were
"hateresque". Jeffrey identified with adventure and fantasy series and was
exploring an interest in Japanese Manga series.
Jeffrey preferred reading to writing, and enjoyed working on creative
assignments in school, for example, one where he got to design his own Greek
god and make a throne for him. He says he values freedom and choice within
a given set of parameters - he does not know what to do when things are too
open ended, but he does not enjoy having to follow extremely strict guidelines.
He values freedom and choice because so many things are "out of his control" for example, his recent move was a life change he did not choose.
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Jeffrey: And so now I'm determined that book club is not really the
thing for me, because I don't really want people to tell me what I
have to read. I don't like that. Like, if it - if it's some sort of literature
that - if it's in school, and teachers say, "Okay, Jeffrey, you have to
read, you know, this chapter by the end of the week," then
obviously, I'll do it, because I don't have a choice in the matter. If I
do have a choice in the matter, if I do have a choice of like,
whether or not I want to be at that book club or be home reading a
novel that I want to read, then, I don't like it when people tell me
"Okay, okay book club, you have to read the History of Math by
Monday" or something. You know, I'm - I just don't like it when
people tell me what I have to read. (November 7, 2014, 195-201)
Choice matters to Jeffrey in reading and in writing. In writing, he calls it
“creative freedom”:
CR: And why is it important to have that freedom? What difference
does that make for you?
Jeffrey: For me, because, I don't know, I guess it's kind of like a
mental thing for me, because so many different little things in my life
have been out of my control. I didn't get to choose whether or not I
moved to Mountainville I didn't get to pick and choose if I wanted
to pack all the boxes and everything. That wasn't my choice. Both
assignments like these - are still - there's still that boundary where I
can't just go all crazy and talk about my toes when I should be
talking about how to make a Greek god and throne and such, but
it still gives me plenty of room to do what I want within the paper.
(September 26, 2014, 292-300)
In spite of Jeffrey's misgivings about writing at school, he wants to be an
author or screenwriter when he grows up. He plans to major in creative writing or
journalism. He likes writing scripts and screenplays, for example as part of
Odyssey of the Mind. Like Kate, he states that he has a passion for films and is
curious about how filmmakers adapt books into movies. Unlike Kate, he
privileges his experience with the text over the film: where Kate felt like she “got
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it wrong” when she saw the film adaptation of Divergent, Jeffrey felt that
filmmakers got it wrong when they changed major events in the film
adaptations of The Hobbit and Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix.
Jeffrey had a good deal of insight into himself - he could identify what did
and didn’t work for him as a reader, writer and learner and articulate why those
were true for him. He had discriminating taste and a sense of not only what he
wanted to do in the future, but what he had to do to make that goal a reality.
In the meantime, Jeffrey really loved reading:
It expands your vocabulary. And I feel that a vast vocabulary
makes you seem very smart, very intelligent, so you know, a lot of
colleges will accept you, you'll get way more job opportunities, and
I also think reading makes you smarter, even if you're reading a
fantasy book about dragons and dwarves and elves and things like
that that aren't even going on in the real world, I still feel that it
makes you smarter, and more intelligent because you're just
reading, and reading is fun. (September 26, 2014, 362-367)
Clark. Clark grew up in China until the age of 10. Clark's father, the son of
a fisherman, finished the fourth grade before entering the workforce as a cook.
His mother left school at second grade to enter the workforce. When Clark's
father came to the US, he sent money home to support Clark's family. He
describes life in China as more "surviving" than "living" (October 24, 2014, 182).
He lived in a small apartment with his sister and his mother after his father
moved to the United States. He shared a room with his mother and his sister had
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her own room. He did not have many toys - he remembers a remote control car
and a Transformer.
There were between 3,000-4,000 kids in his school. Clark was curious
about books, but was not allowed to enter the school library till he was ten. His
mother did not buy books because she "wanted to save money." On his first day
in the library, he dropped and ripped a book by accident. From that point on,
he had to sit by himself and watch the other students read books as punishment.
Clark moved to the United States at the end of fourth grade. His father
came back to China to bring them to a major East Coast city to live with an
uncle. After a few months, the family moved south. Clark reports being bullied
in school there because of his language barrier. The only thing he excelled at
was track. After one year in the south, another uncle decided to retire and
move back to China, and left his restaurant in Mountainville to Clark's father,
who is now the owner and head chef. Things improved for Clark in
Mountainville. At first he was nervous because there were no other Chinese
students at school, but he learned that the other kids were kind, and not bullies.
Students befriended him and played with him before he had a grasp of English,
and he liked his ESL teacher. He used an electronic translator to communicate.
He stayed in regular classes for math, physical education and science, and had
ESL instead of a regular English class.
Clark preferred reading in English to writing, because he feels he is not
good at writing yet:
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CR: Huh? When you have to write in English, is that hard?
Compared to reading in English?
Clark: Ah, reading is easier, because the past tense, and the tense
of those, past tense, and nouns, and verbs, adjective, and adverb,
and [inaudible], conjunction, those, I don't want to write sentence, I
have like, whole page red paper, red word, all red, all red, just I'm
not as good at writing. But when I read, better than write, because
when word come out, you can pronounce word, like, um, tree, like
tre-e, I can pronounce them pretty well. (October 17, 654-659)
He described how his paper was “all red” because of all the corrections
teachers make to his work. Reading was described as more of an area of
strength. When he began at Mountainville, Clark was determined to catch up
to his classmates, and read children's books in English (The Magic Treehouse, The
Boxcar Children, Judy Blume's Fudge series). By eighth grade, he was reading
The Wizard of Oz and reading the Percy Jackson series while watching the DVD.
Clark depended on his teachers and friends for learning about American
culture and continuing his education. He seemed to think his parents prioritized
work over education. He valued good grades and wants to stay on honor roll.
He also takes a lot of pride in playing on the soccer team.
At the time of the interview, as a 9th grader, Clark was taking regular
English classes along with ESL. He was reading Into the Wild and had learned to
like the character Alex, who dies tragically at the end of the book. He felt badly
for him but admires his adventurous spirit. Clark wanted to travel and write
about his travels.
CR: What are you going to write in your journal when you're old?
Clark: Like, what I do, and what I think, every day, I'll get old,
actually.
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CR: Why don't you do that now?
Clark: Now, I don't have any good adventure, I just - when I grow
up, I want to go to like, traveling around countries.
CR: Oh. What countries do you want to travel to?
Clark: Um, Greece, Roman, um, Mongolia - Mongol, and um
France, England, Germany. Um, Brazil, to watch soccer. Um, Alaska,
oh, and Hawaii. And Mexico. Egypt. What other country? China.
CR: And back to China. This is quite a list. So you want to have lots
of adventures? Like your National Geographic?
Clark: Yeah.
CR: Yeah. What are you going to do on your adventures?
Clark: Ah, I'll go see like - I'll spend less money, I'll try to spend like
little amount of money, to try to survive, like, in the countries.
CR: What kinds of things do you want to see in these countries?
Clark: Like, history, but not people, because I can never remember
any people, their name, or their date, their birth, it's hard to
remember.
CR: What kind - what interests you about history in these different
countries?
Clark: They're all history, and they're interesting.
CR: What's interesting?
Clark: Religion. Art. Food. Ooh, food, yeah. My favorite part. And,
um, dance.
CR: You want to see all these Clark: Music. Yeah. That's the best part. (October 24, 2014, 256-269)
Clark was not sure if he would go to college, but he definitely wanted to work
and save money so he can go to places like "Greece, Roman, Mongolia,
France, England, Germany, Brazil (to watch soccer), Alaska, Hawaii, Egypt," and
back to China.
He described learning to read and write and speak English as being
crucial to his success as a business owner and traveler. He hated writing
because the grammar was so different from Chinese grammar, but expressed it
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was important to learn. He seemed traumatized by his experiences being
bullied in the south and wanted to prove that he could be successful.
CR: Um, so what motivates you to read or write, even when you
don't want to?
Clark: Um, so I'll get, so I'll go to Chin - well, while I was in Virginia,
there were girls like, mad at me, that I didn't know any English. That
was my first year to the United States, and they laugh at me, like "Ha
- you don't know English. English is better than you. So, that made
me want to learn more English, to prove I am good - I will know
English better than you do. And now is I want to help to teach other
people - which are like, Chinese people. (October 24, 2014, 322327)
Clark was motivated by, not only a desire to have adventures and share those
with others, but to help other Chinese people learn English. He sees learning
English as the only way to prove how capable he is, and he wants other people
to have that same chance.
Soozy. Soozy grew up in a two-bedroom trailer with her parents and older
brother. When she was little, she attended a local preschool. At home, her
mom would read books to her and her brother in the living room, usually short
“chapter books” like The Magic Treehouse and Junie B. Jones. Her dad would
teach Soozy and her brother to recognize and sound out letters and form letters
using hand-over-hand writing practice. Soozy saw her mom reading long
science fiction novels and completing “paper work” for her job.
Soozy loved to sit at her desk and draw. School was not interesting for
Soozy in kindergarten and first grade, beyond the opportunity to play princes
and princesses with other students at recess. Then, in second grade, Soozy
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discovered that she has a photographic memory. She was reading a mystery
book about a girl who had a photographic memory, and she connected with
the character’s experience. She also realized that writing summaries and book
reports came easily to her, and she began to become more invested in school.
Soozy reported excelling in three through five, especially in Language Arts
class. Then, in fifth grade, her class doubled in size (it sounds like two small travel
groups were merged into one big class). Soozy said things got “hectic” and she
began to dislike doing her schoolwork. Math and science were given more
emphasis, and students had to participate in more whole class reading. The
class was assigned Jerry Spinelli’s Wringer, and Soozy was appalled by the scene
where pigeons are strangled. For the first time in her life, she disengaged from
reading, causing her mother some concern:
Soozy: I was so angry and um, I kept complaining about it, but I
didn't tell my mom what it was about, and she was like, "Why don't
you want to read, you've always loved reading," and I was like, "I
don't know, I just don't want to read this book," um, yeah, and then I
told her, and she was like, "You should have told me, you wouldn't
have had to read that." It was like - I didn't enjoy it at all, so that was
kind of hard, because if you read, or, I find, if I read more than one
book at once, I get them all jumbled together, and then that makes
it harder for me to do book reports and stuff, so I had to like, focus
on reading this book, but I hated it. It was like - it made me so upset
that I was like, "I don't even want to read!" Um CR: What made you upset about it?
Soozy: I just - I've always like, loved animals, and I didn't like the
thought of having these people who were like, trained to kill them,
and I was like - I just didn't like it, yeah – (October 17 2014, 252-261)
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Soozy’s mother introduced her to the Harry Potter series, which they read at the
same time and both enjoyed. It was at this point that Soozy began writing her
own stories and poems.
In sixth grade, students were required to give book talks as part of their
SSR curriculum. This allowed Soozy the chance to learn about what her
classmates were reading:
Um, most of the time, guys would read things about like, war, or
battles, and stuff and things like that. Most of the girls would read
things about like, teenage stuff, and like - ooh, shopping and stuff,
and then there was the group of friends that I have now, that was
like five of us, who read the science fiction, stuff about wizards and
stuff about crazy futuristic random things, like The Hunger Games,
Divergent, those, yeah - that's the kind of stuff that we used to read.
(October 17, 2014, 304-309)
As in early elementary school, the appeal of friends with similar interests in
fantasy and science fiction kept Soozy attending to school, if not enjoying it.
Soozy became focused on reading as a way to be social. Her group of friends
would share books and enjoy talking about them with one another:
Um, we'd kind of like, bring up just random moments in the book
that we liked, or like, one of us would be like, "Oh, yeah, do you
remember this point?" and like everyone else in our group would
agree, because they like, remember like, that part of the book, and
that was kind of cool, because instead of saying "Well, I like this
Harry Potter book," like, in general, people would be like, "Yeah, well
I don't mind the Harry Potter series," like it was kind of like a
generalized thing, but in our group we all kind of read the same
stories, so we could talk about major points in the book that we
liked. (October 17, 2014, 330-336)
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This is similar in some ways to Kate, Talia and Rebecca’s peer interactions
around books. It differs, however, in that it lacks the sense of competition
between readers – Soozy did not talk about the length of the books she reads,
or the number of volumes in a series. She did not compare her reading to her
friends, instead focusing on their similar interests and her desire to share things
she liked with them.
Soozy struggled at school in 7th and 8th grades; although she felt confident
with her close group of friends, she states she “had trouble” asking teachers or
her mom for help:
Um, I struggled with talking to my teachers, so if I didn't understand
something, it was really hard for me to go and talk to my teachers,
and I just kept falling behind and behind and
behind. And um, I had a lot of trouble asking for help, too, so I
wouldn't ask my mom for things, so I ended up getting a lot of
missing assignments and stuff like that, which were, after we took a
test on that subject, they were kind of like, locked in as zeros, um, so
I just kept getting more behind and more behind, and I ended up
failing a couple classes, which wasn't good, um, and I thought that I
was getting like, worse at English, because I failed English - I almost
failed English, I passed it, but I failed Language Arts, or like History not Language Arts. (October 17, 2014, 490-497)
Like Jeffrey, Soozy seems discouraged when faced with strict guidelines for
reading and writing, preferring to make her own choices about what and when
to read and write:
Um, I think with reading, it's kind of like you can take it at your own
pace. Um, if there's like, a specific book you want to read, you can
read it. If you want to skip a part, or go back and like, re-read
something, you can do that, and then like, with Language Arts class
and stuff, it's kind of like, you're kind of like forced to learn
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something, so if it's not something that you enjoy it's harder to learn.
It's kind of like the thing where um - knowledge and stuff is like,
really good, until you're like forced to learn it, and then it just kind of
becomes like - ugh, you have to. It's not enjoyable. (October 17,
2014, 510-516)
Soozy described wanting her reading and writing experiences to be “enjoyable”
– finds that this makes it easier for her to learn things than if she is “forced” to do
something.
As a 9th grader, Soozy was applying her passion for feminism and gender
equality inside and outside of the classroom. She was a member of what she
described as a “feminist club.” She had been working with her club to recruit a
feminist Vlogger, whom she follows on YouTube, to come and speak at her
school. She elected to write a paper about the sexist and racist themes she
noticed in a required text, Of Mice and Men. She indicated that she felt her
interests are better recognized and nurtured in her high school classes when
compared with her elementary school experiences:
Soozy: Not any more. When I was in like fifth or sixth grade I used to
get in trouble, because on papers and stuff I would write "too
much" (in quotes), and I never really understood that because it just
didn't ever make sense to me, like, if you have knowledge, you
should share it, like, regardless of how long it is.
CR: Who would get you in trouble?
Soozy: The teachers. If I turned it in, my teacher would be like, "Why
are you writing so much?", and I'd be like, "Because, I have so much
to talk about." (October 24, 2014, 225-232)
Unlike Talia, who characterizes writing in terms of length, or Kylar, who knows
what he wants to say but struggles to find the words and voice to match them,
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Soozy has “so much to talk about” that she fills her paper well beyond the
teacher’s guidelines. As a younger student, Soozy perceived her teachers as
seeing this as problematic, and Soozy’s writing practice was viewed as
oppositional. In high school, the extent and thoughtfulness of Soozy’s writing
was more consistently rewarded. As a result, Soozy saw the task of writing as
more “enjoyable” because she has the choice to write about her passions.
Furthermore, Soozy recognized that the purpose of writing as an expressive act,
and not a rote task. Soozy integrated her interests across her academic,
extracurricular and social life.
CR: Um, what are you planning to do in the future?
Soozy: Um, good question. Um, I've thought a little bit about being a
writer, um, I think it'd kind of be cool, because writers do a lot of
things, like, um, some people start out like, writing their own book,
and then they go on to like, much bigger things, and they go to like
conferences and schools and talk to people, um, and I've always
kind of thought that was really cool, because it's like, you kind of get
to inspire people, and I think it'd be really cool to like, talk to others
about all the things that they could learn. Um, I don't know, though that's about it.
CR: Are you planning to go to college?
Soozy: I think so. I might start out in a community college and move
on to another one, like, a more bigger[sic] college.
CR: What - where do you think you might end up?
Soozy: I don't know. I feel like I might go out of New Hampshire,
maybe out of this little New England corner, because it's kind of
where I've been all my life, and I think it'd be really cool to go see
what things are like out in other places. (October 24, 2014, 372-386)
Soozy’s tendency to focus on her intrinsic interests appeared to have gotten her
"in trouble" in a school system that rewarded output. She valued the
relationships she had with her elementary school teachers and then lost that in
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middle school. With that, she lost her motivation to do well academically.
Reading and writing became oppositional acts in school. As she gained
friendships based on her interest in reading, she let go of writing as a regular
practice, however she maintained the identity and goal of being a writer. She
was interested in promoting equal rights and gender equality. She wanted to
go to conferences and "inspire people." She wants to leave her “little corner of
New England” and see the world. She described how, in her mind, reading
novels and travel are linked:
CR: Um, what role do you think reading and writing will have in your
life as you get older. Do
you think you'll always read novels?
Soozy: Probably, because it's like my favorite thing to do. If there's
ever something like - you can bring them with you on planes, you
can bring them on car rides, you can bring them basically
anywhere and if you're ever bored they're like, always there.
CR: Mm-hm.
Soozy: Yeah, I think - I'd probably never give that up.
CR: Do you think you'll need it for a job at all?
Soozy: Probably, I mean, if I do become like an author or writer
when I'm older, um, get inspiration from other books, and like, um,
kind of see what like, people are into at that time. (October 24,
2013, 392-401)
Soozy described how she could take books with her on a plane or in a car, even
though she’s never really traveled far from her “corner of New England.”
Reading takes her places and inspires her to want to go other places.
Furthermore, she recognizes that other people’s writing can inspire her own,
which she can then use to inspire people.
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Aspirational Creators expressed a deeper understanding of the purpose
of writing and a desire to write in authentic ways in adulthood.

Where kids in

the other two categories see writing as a skill/chore, these participants identified
a purpose in writing for an audience and the impact that can have. They
indicated that they understood the importance of ownership or authorship of
one’s work; they also all expressed a desire to travel. Writing and traveling were
especially closely linked concepts for Clark and Soozy. While all three
participants shied away from expressing a strong “writer identity,” they seem to
aspire to one – to creating work they can someday claim as their own and use
to inspire others.
Summary of Findings
Reading (defined primarily as “fiction book” reading, either in print or
using a digital device) was seen as providing personal and/or academic
enrichment. All ten participants parroted the belief that “Reading improves
vocabulary.” In general, reading was an activity vested in prestige and seen as
a way to distinguish oneself academically and intellectually. The success of
structured choice as a pedagogical tool was evident in that nine of the ten
participants stated that they did not enjoy “class reads” and preferred choice
reading.
However, even with this in mind, Game Players primarily participated in
reading practices that were sponsored by school – they did what they needed
to do to achieve their own academic goals. Critical Consumers read for a
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variety of reasons beyond school – to process feelings, to relax, to escape, to
learn to empathize and relate to others. Further distinguishing Aspirational
Creators from Critical Consumers was the perception of a universal purpose in
literacy, as a way to improve one’s life and the lives of others.
Writing was consistently viewed as a necessary skill, however participants
integrated this understanding into their present and future lives in varying ways.
Game Players saw written assignments as serving the needs of achieving grades
in school. Critical Consumers often, like Game Players, had difficulty articulating
the purpose of writing; they were also less likely to conform to academic
expectations about writing (because they didn’t necessarily care about the
game). Game Players and Critical Consumers anticipated that the writing
demands of college and the workplace would correspond to the strictures of
academic writing as it was taught in their language arts classes. Aspirational
Creators, though they also expressed disinterest in school-based writing, saw
writing as a way to serve the world and, while they did not currently express a
writing identity, hoped to, one day, impact others through their writing.
Success in school was perceived as being measured according to “levels"
– grade level, intellectual level, reading level. All participants talked about
being “ahead” or “behind” as ways to acquaint me with their relative “success”
in school, sports and extracurricular activities like Destination Imagination and
Odyssey of the Mind. In similar fashion, all ten participants seemed to perceive
literacy skill learning as a linear/sequential progression. They described the
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progression from “little kid” to “chapter” books and from writing “one or two
sentences” to “long essays” over the course of one’s educational career. Words
and books get longer, and expectations for written assignments become
stricter.
Several participants saw this progression as extending into post-secondary
education and employment. Game Players and Critical Consumers alike
seemed to envision a work life much like school, where they achieve
increasingly difficult tasks to impress their bosses. This was true regardless of the
field they identified as pursuing – business, health sciences, teaching. Jeffrey,
Soozy and Clark, the Aspirational Creators mentioned “leveling” in their past
and present lives; however, their futures were built around opportunities to
create and travel. Their vision of the future did not match the institutional needs
of the present.
All participants appeared to live media-rich lives in which they consumed,
but do not produce, content. This was true of their online activities as well as
their print-based reading and writing practices. Eight of the ten participants
reported reading high interest, best-selling YA Fiction (largely "realistic" tearjerkers
or fantasy/sci-fi books, many of which have been adapted into blockbuster film
franchises) and many compared them to their film counterparts.
It was not clear what influenced each participant’s thinking to the extent
that they have such different values/beliefs. SES and parental education level
did not seem to play a role. For nine of the ten participants, parents
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represented the most powerful literacy sponsoring relationship. School as an
institution represented a supportive structure for approximately half the
participants and an oppressive structure for the other half. In spite of this, all
participants expressed a desire to do well in school, regardless of their actual
academic performance.

Four participants, all female, expressed a social

aspect to their reading practice – that they recommended books to one
another, even if they didn’t discuss them in detail.
The findings from this study raised questions about the competing roles of
reading and writing in elementary, middle and high school. This tension, and the
students’ associated reluctance to write, will be explored in more detail in
Chapter 5.
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V: DISCUSSION

…writers do a lot of things, like, um, some people start out like,
writing their own book, and then they go on to like, much bigger
things, and they go to like conferences and schools and talk to
people, um, and I've always kind of thought that was really cool,
because it's like, you kind of get to inspire people, and I think it'd be
really cool to like, talk to others about all the things that they could
learn. (Soozy, October 24, 2014, 374-378)
I’m past patiently waitin’. I’m passionately
Smashin’ every expectation
Every action’s an act of creation!
Lin-Manuel Miranda, Hamilton
As rendered in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical Hamilton (Miranda et al., 2015),
Alexander Hamilton is determined to use writing as a way to “rise up,” in other
words, to transcend his lowly social status. Hamilton learns to write as a
teenager, while working as a clerk in a shipping office in the Caribbean. An
article he writes his spare time garners the attention of some wealthy patrons,
who fund education at what was to become Columbia University. In other
words, writing precedes Hamilton’s education and unlocks opportunities he
otherwise would not have had.
Hamilton’s narrative fits neatly within Brandt’s (2015) description of the rise of
mass literacy in the 18th and 19th centuries. While reading was thought to
represent an opportunity for moral development, writing was in the purview of
the world of work, and viewed as dangerous. As a result, common schools
taught reading, while writing was taught “in separate, private-pay settings,
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almost exclusively to non-enslaved males, and found its value in the budding
communication trades and service economy of the new nation” (Brandt, 2015,
p. 90). Hamilton learned to write while apprenticed to a tradesman, and it was
his writing ability that eventually secured his position as Washington’s aide-decamp. In Miranda’s words he “wrote [his] way out” (Miranda et al., 2015). A
traditional education would not have given him the skills he needed to climb to
the heights he ultimately reached; he had to master those skills through his work.
I recalled Soozy’s words, quoted above, when I first heard the song “My
Shot,” from Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical Hamilton (2015). Soozy, like Hamilton,
is impatient to use writing as a way to connect with others, to educate, and
inspire. However, her traditional education was not fostering this interest in any
meaningful way. She described pursuing literacy on her own terms as she felt
more and more distance between the books she loved to read and the books
she was forced to read. She avoided writing because of the anxiety it
provoked. And yet, she recognized that to be a writer is to have others’ interests
at heart, to think about “all the things they could learn.”
The tension that emerged during this study between literacy as a means of
consumption and literacy as a means of creation was apparent, as participants
reported extensively about the media they consume and hesitantly about the
media they create. This study presents evidence that we need to consider
students’ value systems, in particular their literacy values and beliefs, when
preparing them for post-secondary life. By asking participants about the
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purpose of literacy in their lives, it was revealed that students who exhibited
largely consistent literacy practices still held disparate literacy values and beliefs;
this, in turn, allowed for the creation of distinct literacy orientations based on
participants’ perceptions and assumptions about their futures. The theoretical
and practical implications of this tension, as well as the questions it raises for
future research, are discussed here, as are the methodological implications of
conducting educational research in a small, rural school.
Brandt’s ongoing work, reported in The Rise of Writing strengthens the
framework within which we can understand the tension between reading and
writing that emerged from this study. While in school, students are taught
reading and assigned writing. Accordingly, the purpose of writing eludes most
of them until they are, presumably, forced to develop these skills in the context
of work. As post-secondary programs emphasize preparing students for the
workforce (which places increasing emphasis on writing) over the cultivation of
a liberal arts education, it follows that students’ k-12 educational experiences
are preparing them for a university education of a bygone era.
Secondly, the literacy orientations identified in Chapter 4 seem to have
emerged in spite of implicit messages in students’ experiences that constrain the
role of reading and writing in their lives. These messages are consistent with the
historical aims of education as promoting a moral good through reading while
limiting the role of writing in the classroom. This underlying precedent has not
shifted, as the model for schooling in the United States has not significantly
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changed in the last 100 years (Ravitch, 2000). In order to better address the
needs of students and promote post-secondary academic and financial
outcomes in the 21st century, educators and researchers need to shift the
emphasis away from student behaviors and focus instead on a critical discussion
of the role of literacy in American classrooms. On one level, this means
reframing the way we think about fostering college readiness. On another, this
means developing systematic literacy programs that allow teachers to be
supportive of and responsive to student choice and engaged in promoting the
purpose of writing as a means of creation, expression and connection.

Discussion of Findings
Literacy Orientations
Perhaps the most compelling finding to emerge from this study is the
creation of categories signifying three distinct literacy orientations (Ann & Lord,
1996). Traditionally in literacy research, literacy orientations represent values
based on literacy practices which are observed or reported as part of a survey
(Ann & Lord, 1996; Izadinia & Abednia, 2010; Kaderavek, Guo, & Justice, 2014).
For example, a researcher might ascertain a teacher’s literacy orientation
based on an observation of her classroom practices (Lenski & et al., 1997). In
contrast, this study ascertained literacy orientations based on how participants
made meaning of their literacy experiences. Though, by virtue of attending
small schools where there was only one class per grade, participants engaged
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in very similar literacy practices, the meaning they made of those practices
(what those practices represented for them) were distinct enough to group into
Game Players, Critical Consumers, and Aspirational Creators.
Literacy Sponsorship
Each of these students – ranging from low SES to middle class – have
internalized similar literacy practices and yet exhibit very diverse literacy values
and beliefs. In nearly all cases, parents act as their primary literacy sponsors,
teachers as their secondary sponsors, and peers to some extent extend literacy
practices into a more “social realm.” For the most part, the students who
identify as readers feel this is a unique interest. The students who write or draw
on their own keep their work to themselves, in journals or sketchbooks, even for
participants who identify “becoming a writer” as a potential career goal.
Reading and writing in family life. Brandt reports, “There is a salient and
inescapable disparity…with the way children and adults relate to each other
through reading and writing.” (Brandt, 1994, p. 471) Writing is “outside the view
of adults” and represents “loneliness, secrecy and resistance.” This is consistent
with findings in my study, even with participants who plan to become writers
someday. As in this study, Brandt noticed several differentials between
participants’ childhood reading and writing experiences. For example, very
view participants in her work and this study reported being taught or
encouraged to write by their parents. This led Brandt to describe how writing
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has a “less coherent status in family life” – unlike reading, which is ritualized as
part of a child’s day during quiet time, before a nap, or before bed – in other
words, as a function of life that organizes the structure of a day.
Jeffrey and Talia reported “defacing” as an early form of writing. Brandt
felt that developing an identity as a writer was “rather difficult” compared to
developing an identity as a reader, and also noted that mundane writing is
“practically invisible.” Brandt reported that motivations for writing “were not
books and motivators were not adults” – this is again distinct from the
experiences participants reported about reading, which was encouraged by
adults who provided books and encouragement to their children. Instead,
“occasions and impulses to write emerged from children’s immediate
circumstances and feelings.” Indeed, in Brandt’s work, early writing was often
associated with defacement. In the case of my study, this ranges from
participants’ parents paying bills to participants communicating with
teammates via text message. Because this is “mundane,” it is not seen as
writing. Lastly, Brandt reported how self-sponsored writing was meant to “purge”
or “vent” and such writing was often kept secret or destroyed. In my study,
Rebecca reports that she thought her journaling practice was “stupid,” Kendra
keeps her journal hidden next to her bed, and Kate hides her identity on
Wattpad.
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Reading and writing at school. The practices students at Mountainville
engaged in indicate the pedagogical emphasis on copious amounts of fluent
and engaged reading may represent a primary goal of literacy instruction.
Brandt’s (1998)sponsorship framework situated in economic realities and
outcomes. Sponsoring relationships are primarily parental, with some students
strongly influenced one way or another by a particularly helpful (or hateful)
teacher. However, fewer students engage their peers in sharing and discussing
their reading and writing, preferring to keep their interests private for the time
being. They only seem to bring this practice out into the daylight at school
when there is a competitive structure in place. Mountainville Secondary School,
as a sponsoring institution, appears to promote reading practices as being
competitive and cumulative.
Sustained silent reading. Among the many consistent literacy practices
each participant engaged in was the action of choice reading as part of a
structured Sustained Silent Reading program. Rebecca stated that choice
reading happens because “They 8 are trying to get us to love to read”
(September 19, 2014, 325). Rebecca is referring to the programmatic efforts on
the part of schools in the last three to address the needs of “struggling and
reluctant readers” by encouraging a love of reading (Gleason, 2011, p. 23); the
stated goal of this effort is to help kids become “lifelong readers” (Sorba, 1995).

8

She is referring to teachers as “they.”
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Lifelong readership is a goal meant to “create sophisticated readers who can
experience what it is like being inside a book, with their thoughts and emotions
involved in the events and feelings of the story” (Sorba, 1995, p. 3) In other
words, one goal of literacy instruction is to promote reading for engagement
and enjoyment, consistent with the reader response theory that shapes much
English Language-Arts pedagogy.
At Mountainville, reading is promoted via a competitive practice they
described was the school’s SSR program. SSR, or Sustained Silent Reading, is a
structured reading practice inspired by the idea that “voluntary, free reading”
could supplement or even supplant teacher-directed reading practices (Miller,
2002). Readers are meant to spend extended amounts of time immersed in
reading something of interest to them; in many SSR models, this includes teacher
reading time ("Becoming the Reading Mentors Our Adolescents Deserve:
Developing a Successful Sustained Silent Reading Program," 2011). Ironically, at
Mountainville, SSR has been a made into a quantifiable practice, whereby
student success is measured in terms of pages and minutes read. Incentives
have been offered for the volume of reading completed. Participants
described how succeeding at reading within this competitive framework
resulted in winning a gift certificate, a pizza coupon, a reputation as being “a
good reader” or a “good writer,” and the envy or censure of their peers. In
essence, a given set of literacy skills has become capital, and the prize has

Page 143
been tangible; this seems at odds with the original intent of SSR, which was
meant to both educate and enrich an individual’s experience over the course
of many years of practice. At Mountainville, SSR has become a game. Some
students described how they choose not to play this game, either because they
do not feel successful within school’s static framework, or they feel confident in
their literacy skills regardless of the tangible rewards offered.
While all participants interviewed are engaging as readers within a
structured, school-sponsored context, not all participants are internalizing
choice reading as a practice with benefits beyond meeting the requirement of
school. It can be equated to giving a child flavored penicillin – they know they
have to take it, and they can say what flavor they prefer. Choosing the flavor
makes them more likely to take it. But it is still medicine, administered by an
adult who claims it will benefit them. Participants who are Game Players don’t
see the benefit, but are willing to play along.
Participants who are Critical Consumers articulated great personal as well
as academic benefits to reading and do generally seem to love reading. They
could not imagine a life without it. In their case, the goal of a structured reading
program like SSR has worked – it has provided students an opportunity to
choose, again and again, books that spark their interest in the hope that that
interest transcends the requirements of school. For these participants,
Mountainville appears to be creating conditions that promote lifelong reading.
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Participants from this study who have been grouped as Critical Consumers and
Aspirational Creators are fluent and fluid participants in book worlds; they are
engaged with reading and describe their experiences with reading as
interactive. They will likely be lifelong readers, or at least have positive
experiences with reading that they will remember for a long time.
Emphasizing schoolwork over reading. However, it is interesting to note
that nearly all of the Critical Consumers and Aspirational Creators encountered
resistance or redirection from adults when they were found to be reading “too
much.” Brandt (2015) describes how reading was, historically, thought to be a
moral exercise. With the advent of a consumer culture promoting book sales
among young people in the 1960s, young adult literature emerged as a genre
and content directed at teens became more sensational and salacious
(Flanagan, 2008). In Mountainville, the function of school as a moral mediator
seems still to be solidly in place; the implicit message the persecuted readers in
this study encountered appears to be “It is good to read, but not too much.”
What distinguishes Aspirational Creators from Critical Consumers,
however, is the ultimate goal of engaging in literacy practices. For Aspirational
Creators, it does not end with a love of reading; it extends to communicating or
inspiring others to read. Aspirational Creators wish to be engaged and
expressive users of literacy throughout a lifetime –they see a larger purpose in
reading as a way to encounter ideas and express them. What they read
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appears to hold meaning, not purely for them, but for the wider world. They
appear to draw and generalize life lessons from these texts and recognize their
ability to express their own ideas, someday, in a way that impacts others.
Literacy is, for them, crucial to promoting this level of engagement with the
world. They indicate ways they recognize the power of written expression, in
whatever forum, even with the advent of digital visual literacy.
Deemphasizing writing in and out of school. The increased use of selfies,
candid photos, and quotes paired with illustrations as communication (i.e. over
social media sites like Instagram and Snapchat) may indicate that students are
privileging images and others’ words as a means of expression. This, in turn, may
reveal their own insecurity about authorship. I consistently heard participants
express that they do not understand the purpose of writing. This seems to be
because their writing instruction is couched in conventions and criticism; even
persuasive arguments are meant to reflect skill, not to persuade others.
Aspirational Creators indicate that the purpose of writing is to share ideas and
for those ideas to take root. They express how, for them, the purpose of writing is
to inspire one another with their ideas. Soozy and Clark associated writing with
travel, with the idea that books and ideas travel from place to place, and from
person to person. Jeffrey hoped his ideas are conveyed through films, and
hopes to make films that convey the “right” message from his favorite books. He
recognized that these ideas mattered, and that the way ideas are conveyed

Page 146
changes their meaning. They seemed to have learned this through their “out-ofschool literacies” (Hull & Schultz, 2002), as opposed to their schooling practices.
They expressed how they intend to use this knowledge to transcend the routine
practices of their daily lives.
The Purpose of Reading
Reading as a way to earn rewards. It is clear from the participants’
accounts of their elementary education that they have engaged in routine and
structured reading practices meant to promote the ways reading can be
personally and academically enriching. Hallmarks of their education include
weekly trips to the school library, nightly reading logs, quarterly book reports,
and awards for the volume of reading completed. Four participants referenced
the rewards associated with reading competitions. Two won and expressed
pride at their prizes – gift certificates to Pizza Hut and a local bookstore. Two
other participants reported feeling discouraged that they did not win a reading
prize. For all four participants, successful reading was, in some way, associated
with winning a prize (and, conversely, unsuccessful reading was associated with
not winning a prize). “To be a reader” means, to some extent, to win a prize.
The purpose of reading is also “to win a prize.” For eight of the ten participants,
this has translated into a practice of reading and enjoying books, primarily
fiction, even when the teacher isn’t looking. What is unclear is whether they
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enjoy reading in and of itself, winning prizes for reading, or some combination of
the two.
Reading is a secret identity. Ironically, of these eight, only three reported
that they think they would be viewed as “readers” by their peers, the other five
indicating they’d be afraid of being ridiculed for reading beyond the
requirements of school. Study participants who identify one another as friends
reported that they do not have any friends who are readers; for at least half of
the participants of this study, identifying as a reader is almost like a secret
identity. Reading might offer, a sense of intellectual distinction and a point of
pride; however, that pride is personal and not necessarily something they want
their friends to recognize as being of value in their lives. For all but three of them,
there seems to be little understanding of the power of literacy as a way to
communicate, to express, to change the world. Participants are primarily
consumers, not creators, of written work via print and digital media.
Reading is essential across home and school. Nine of the ten participants
reported strong early literacy interactions with at least one parent, and that ten
of the ten participants could articulate a book that they have read in its entirety,
enjoyed, and state why they enjoyed it (usually using genre-specific
characterizations like “it had a lot of action”). This seems to indicate the extent
to which reading is recognized as an important activity for all families, regardless
of income or educational level, to participate in together in this particular
community and the power of choice-reading programs in this particular school.
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Mountainville District begins structured choice reading with students in fourth
grade, and that practice has stuck with them. Even participants who only
reported reading for class and for SSR were reading appropriately challenging
fiction and were able to discuss it at some length.
The students I interviewed were focused on the amount of school- and
self-sponsored reading they did, measured quantitatively in terms of the number
of pages, the thickness of books, and the number of volumes of books in a series
they read. Rebecca described how she won the SSR competition in seventh
grade:
CR: What are the SSR competitions?
Rebecca: Um, it's the number of pages that you read, so, maybe
you read three-thousand-and-something pages - actually, I have,
one of the paras gave me something - it was this, this is what I won,
last year. I read five books, it was 2292 pages. (September 19, 2014,
448-451)
At this point in the interview, Rebecca pulled the certificate out of her
backpack to show me. They also reported the volume and speed of their
reading. Kylar told me how “in fifth grade, I got the first book to the Percy
Jackson series, and I read the full 294 pages in two hours” (September 19, 2014,
287-288). The purpose of these reports seemed to be to impress me; it
demonstrated that students expected to be praised for reading a large quantity
of pages in a short amount of time. They indicated feeling proud at being able
to read large amounts quickly, another “production” imperative being
efficiency. Lastly, the students I interviewed frequently espoused a belief that
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prolific reading would improve their vocabulary, which would in turn impress
future admissions officers and employers.
The Tension between Reading and Writing
There are strong similarities across the school and self-sponsored literacy
practices of all ten participants. Raised and educated to value reading, all ten
participants in this study could identify multiple books that they have read fully
and explain characteristics of books that they enjoy. Nine out of ten could
identify at least one parent who made an effort to read with them when they
were young. All ten expressed that reading and writing serve a purpose
throughout and beyond school, although some had a clearer and more
specific view of what that purpose might be in their lives. All ten expressed
ambivalence, at best, about school-sponsored writing and seven out of the ten
saw little purpose to self-sponsored writing.
The reading/writing rivalry. As found in Brandt’s (1994) work, in my study,
participants describe reading and writing develop “in rivalry” to one another,
and there is great disparity in descriptions of early childhood reading
experiences and early childhood writing experiences. Brandt’s (1994)
participants described:


Reading assuming a place of “prestige” in early childhood
experience
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“First reading as pleasurable, endorsed if not organized by adults”



Developing an identity as a reader being” rather common and a
point of pride.”

The similarity with Brandt’s findings speaks to the efficacy of her protocol and to
the shared cultural experiences of reading and writing in which interviewees in
her study and in mine participate.
The rivalry between reading and writing is certainly not unique to the
population of this study, to rural areas, or to adolescents – it is a hallmark of
education, rooted in the historical founding of the United States as well as the
formation of common public schooling. Though reading and writing are linked
as literacy practices, many assumptions underlie reading and writing instruction
that undermine the role of writing in favor of reading.
Writing is the new mass literacy. Brandt’s research in to the “second stage
of mass literacy in the United States”, otherwise known as ”the rise of writing,”
provides a broad social context for the emergence of writing as a ubiquitous
literacy act in people’s adult lives (Brandt, 2015, p. 11). Writing constitutes a
significant amount of the work done by people in all fields, from farming, to real
estate, to health care. Whereas writing was once framed as a primarily literary
act, reserved for professional authors, lawyers and journalists, it is now likely to
comprise a good deal of most people’s professional time. This explains, to some
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extent, the increasing demand for strong critical thinking and fluid and prolific
writers in college.
While Brandt primarily examines writing’s role in the contemporary
workplace, she also investigates the formation of a writing identity among
young people who think of writing as their primary occupation. They evinced
what she calls a “writing orientation” from frequently very early ages – early
elementary school or pre-school age – she explains that this orientation
“emphasizes and embraces the social role of the writer rather than the social
role of the reader” (Brandt, 2015, p. 90). Brandt found that, for young,
professional writers, writing based literacy developed outside of school and was
sponsored by professional writing mentors. Reading-based literacy was not
necessarily a consistent part of these writers’ lives – some read a great deal
while others read very little, and some read only what served their writing. She
describes writing as having a “profound aspirational power” – a writing identity is
seen as earned while a reading identity is seen as expected (Brandt, 2015, p.
98). Learning to read is associated with childhood, while learning to write is
associated with adult work.
Reading as virtue; writing as vice. While reading has been perceived
broadly as promoting social well-being, writing signifies a socially disruptive
literary practice (Brandt, 2015). In the context of the founding of the United
States as a haven for religious refugees, reading was a means by which one can
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learn the Christian scriptures. To many in power, reading represents a receptive
form of literacy – readers receive messages from more powerful, sponsoring
institutions. These messages are moralistic in nature – the act of reading is
meant to promote virtue, and the content of books is meant to reinforce a
certain kind of morality. This explains the ready impulse in our society to censor
children’s and young adult’s literature from school libraries; literature that
disrupts that view – from Captain Underpants to Harry Potter to Judy Blume’s
Forever - is seen as powerful and dangerous.
This frames, writing, a creative act, as necessarily transgressive within this
model because it casts students in the role of experts. Their messages, by virtue
of being printed, take on the power of being an expert text, unmediated by the
sponsoring institutions of school or church. Writing is a more active form of
literacy that threatens the power differential represented by students and
teachers.
The Developmental Role of Adolescence in Literacy Practices
My study replicated several items from Brandt’s (2001) interview protocol,
with modifications to account for the age and experience of the participants
and the introduction of increased digital technology and social media as forums
for school- and self-sponsored reading and writing (Brandt, 2001). Like
Donehower, Hogg, & Schell (Donehower et al., 2007), I used Brandt’s work to
understand literacy sponsorship amongst a rural population. (Donehower et al.,
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2007) However, unlike Donehower, Hogg & Schell, who focused on adults of
varying ages, I interviewed young adolescents. Though often consistent with
these two studies, findings from this study reflect the state of mind of young
adolescents – limited in experience, exposure and responsibility, and learning to
navigate the roles they play at home, school and in their afterschool activities
(sports, arts, part-time employment), aspects of the elements of agency that
emerge among adolescents of this age (Beyers, Goossens, Vansant, & Moors,
2003). This appears to have influenced the way they described their early
childhood and school experiences, as well as the geographical context in
which they see themselves living.
Brandt’s work in 2001 and 2015 spans several decade’s worth of interviews
with participants whose lives cover all of the 20th century. A key difference
between participants in this study and the participants in the two studies of
adults that inspired this one is that school-sponsored literacy is their present, not
their past. For students of this age, school is their workplace. Post-secondary life
is a hazy vision. The post-secondary educational and economic implications
that frame the work described above lie ahead of the participants in my study;
accordingly, their experiences reflect the beliefs about the roles literacy plays in
school and work that are being actively promoted by their parents, teachers
and coaches. They seemed to view their school-sponsored literacy experiences
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as cumulative, resulting in skills necessary for post-secondary education and
employment.
Another key distinction between adolescent participants in my study and
the adults interviewed by Brandt (2001) and Donehower, Hogg and Schell
(2007): my participants were not nostalgic for their early childhood, and seemed
to feel as though their lives were better now than they were during early
childhood and elementary school. They seemed to believe that they were
moving on a forward trajectory during which their lives would continuously
improve. As posited in Lesko’s (2001) work on adolescence, participants in my
study do not seem to see themselves as fully “formed,” they placed themselves
in the cultural space of “becoming who they are” as opposed to “being who
they are.” My proposal for this research emphasized rurality as a potentially
formative identity category that might determine students’ literacy orientations.
However, the fact that most participants did not identify their community as rural
may indicate that, while the reality of their geographic location cannot be
denied, other, more immediately apparent identity categories (female, athlete,
honor roll recipient) as well as personal maturity and philosophical orientations
influenced these participants’ literacy practices, values and beliefs than did
being rural.
Phenomenology studies experience and time – these participants,
Jonathan, Talia, Junior, Kylar, Kendra, Rebeca, Kate, Jeffrey, Clark and Soozy, as
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adolescents, are at a formative time of life, and their experiences are more
closely rooted to the present than the adults in Brandt’s study, who reflected on
the past. The distinguishing factor between these participants seems to be their
eye toward the future – it is their futures, not their pasts, that invite a closer look
at their literacy values and beliefs.
A Missed Opportunity
Reluctance to write. Participants in this study described the anxiety writing
provoked from them, in and outside of the classroom. School-sponsored writing
represented a frequently loathsome, skill that was done solely for the purpose of
advancing the skill. Kendra described what good writing looks like:
Yeah, I remember you have to like, they always told us, make sure
you indent, a paragraph is five to eight sentences long, you have to
have the introduction, the body, the closing, and to have - you
have to have good details, you have to have facts that support
those details. (October 17, 2014, 245-248)
She reported what good student writing is using the guidelines a teacher might
print on a grade sheet – she used quantifiable amounts of spaces, lines and
written elements to define what makes good writing. She did not describe word
choice, for example, or sentence structure, or how ideas connect; she instead
focused on what would need to be present in an essay for it to be considered
complete.
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Jeffrey described writing as being important to everyday routines, in
childhood and, eventually, adulthood:
I do feel that writing is very important, because, you know, writing is
a skill that you will definitely need for the rest of your life, even more
so than math. I'm not arguing that math is unimportant or anything,
but I don't - I don't really feel that learning how to solve an
algebraic equation is something that I will be needing to do in my
future goals, but writing definitely you need it for everything. It is
used every day, be it signing your name at the top of the paper, or
writing down something on a worksheet that the teachers give you,
writing is with you every single day of your life, it's never going to go
away, no matter how much you want it to. (September 26, 2014,
369-376)
The routine writing tasks that are a part of school predominated Jeffrey’s
discussion of how he used writing every day – putting his name on his paper,
filling out a worksheet – mimic the routine writing tasks he perceived he might
have to do as an adult. Jeffrey recognizes the necessity of routine writing, even
as he expresses a distaste for the limitations school-based writing places on his
creativity.
A need for writing mentorship. Brandt (2015) conducted a substudy
among young adults (aged 15-25) who identified as writers. In her analysis of
the sponsoring relationships of these young people, she found that, like
Hamilton, they were mentored in a vocational or avocational context, not within
the confines of a traditional school. While school sometimes represented an
impetus or inspiration for writing, Brandt describes how the various genres of
writing were implicitly discouraged in the classroom. This appears to represent
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an unfortunately missed opportunity for the educators of these young people.
And yet, it is consistent with current models of education that merely assesses
the skill of reading using writing. Writing itself is not the skill we teach.
Brandt describes as the “second stage of mass literacy” our economy is
entering. Brandt (2009) describes how more and more jobs demand proficiency
in writing but deny authorship to employees, instead asking them to write for the
sake of the company. One possible implication of this is that writing education
emphasizes skill over craft, efficiency over voice, making writing more of a chore
than a means of expression, thus preparing future employees to meet the
expectations of a corporate manager but not excel as creative thinkers or
writers (Brandt, 1994). Brandt invites us to imagine how schools might more
comprehensively engage and promote writing as the primary purpose of
literacy instruction:
Schools are a place that could revive the revolutionary concept of
writing and publishing as natural rights of individuals that deserve to
be pursued “with decency and freedom” and with the same vital
protections as reading. At the very least, schools could help citizenstudents think through the implications of one day putting their
literacy out for hire. Although unimaginable at the founding of this
country, we have indeed become a nation of writers. What kinds of
writers we are capable of being will matter to the kind of nation we
can have. (Brandt, 2015, p. 166)
The improvement of writing education has broad, even transformative, social
and economic implications.
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The insufficiency of “writing as readers.” While increasing and improving
the prominence of writing instruction in classrooms (Calkins’s (2003)work comes
to mind, as she frames genre-based writing within reading frameworks that are
comfortable for teachers (Calkins & Louis, 2003)), framing writing within the
context of reading does not appear to address the needs of colleges and
workplaces in the 21st century. Brandt (2015) is careful to distinguish the writing
processes participants in her study described from “reading as writers” or
“writing as readers.” Rather, she suggests that writing supplants the mental
energy one engages in as a reader- that the skills develop in tension because it
is hard to do both at the same time. Lastly, she explains how the role of the
“author” and the role of the “teacher” represent dissimilar sponsorship
frameworks for the writers she interviewed. The kind of mentorship they offer are
quite different, as authors are viewed as creators whereas teachers are viewed
more as mediators between literature and knowledge.
It follows, then that students internalize the message that reading is what
one does and writing how one shows what one has learned. This is highly
problematic in the context of college and workplace preparedness because
the expectations in post-secondary life (college and work) turn from readingbased literacy to writing-based literacy almost immediately. Emphasis is placed
on problem solving and creativity, as opposed to text-level comprehension and
analysis. The skillset that predominates most middle- and high-school classrooms
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does not adequately represent the skills they need to be successful as college
students and employees. In fact, it may be sabotaging their ability to successful
because of the message it sends – that texts are authoritative, meant to be read
and revered, and writers are the mysterious experts that create them for
readers. This widens the gap between a reading and writing identity, which
could potentially undermine the confidence of students, nearly all of whom will
be expected to write in some capacity in their adult lives.
Fear of judgment. Students’ hesitance to produce something as
voluminous as a research paper and as small as a comment on a public forum
speaks to an area of research worth pursuing in the future. Brandt’s theory
invites the field of literacy research to learn why many students express
discomfort with, or even actively avoid, writing? The findings from this study
suggest it is difficult for participants to even articulate a reason to write. It is not,
however, difficult for them to articulate reasons to read. Do parents and
teachers act as sponsors of enthusiastic reading and reticence to write? What
are teachers and families doing (or not doing) to encourage reading and to
discourage writing? Is this a cultural value that they have internalized – to
consume but not create? The fear of judgment, of the “haters” as Jeffrey
described Internet trolls, seems to be a powerful deterrent.
The responsibility shifts, then, to teachers to be encouragers of writing and
not “haters.” The emphasis on writing assignment criteria as the basis for a
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grade, for example, filters into students’ perceptions of what it means to write
creatively. Participants in this study perceived creativity in school-based writing
assignments as being limited to topic. Topics may change, but students
anticipated they would always be writing multi-paragraph essays where they
would be assessed on indentations and margins.
The Primacy of the Language Arts Classroom
In this study, reading and writing were primarily viewed as taking place in
the Language Arts classroom, in spite of a decades-old movement to
emphasize “writing across disciplines” (sometimes called “writing across the
curriculum”) in grades K-12 (MacArthur, Graham, & Fitzgerald, 2006). According
to the Common Core State Standards initiative, literacy practices across English,
science, social studies and technology courses are supposed to emphasize
“regular practice with complex texts using academic language,” “reading,
writing and speaking that is grounded in evidence from text,” and “building
knowledge through content-rich non-fiction,” (National Governors Association
Center for Best Practices, 2010).
Interdisciplinary knowledge. With regard to reading, this shift in emphasis
does not seem to have impacted the curriculum at Mountainville, at least as
perceived by the students who participated in this study. They emphasized the
reading of fiction and literary non-fiction in English classes. They did not describe
reading in other classes. They did talk about writing research papers and
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response to literature essays, which are both grounded in evidence from text;
however, this was in the context of their Humanities coursework, primarily English
class. In the minds of these students, literacy is the provenance of English
teachers. The burden then falls on English teachers to sponsor a wider array of
problem solving and writing opportunities, and on the school district to develop
more systematic curricula in all disciplines that emphasize writing.
Furthermore, the concept of “reading over writing” (Brandt, 2015, p. 171)
predominates the school-based literacy practices as reported by students at
Mountainville. This means more emphasis is placed on consuming text than
creating it, as is consistent with the model of public schooling in the United
States. What would a school look like that emphasized writing over reading?
The findings from this study suggest that, beyond the mere inclusion of more
writing assignments at school, teachers might engage students in more
conversations about the nature and purpose of writing – the way they do about
the nature and purpose of reading. They might encourage students to write in a
variety of genres, and to elect topics of interest on a regular basis – the way
they do with reading. They might engage the notion of creativity in both the
form and function of writing – the way they provide texts that do the same.
Most importantly, they might engage the assumption that teachers and texts
represent an opportunity for mentorship; Brandt’s study suggests that such a
practice would be seen as divisive, even dangerous. However, it is clear from
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her work that young people aspiring to careers as writers connected with
mentors and mentor texts in order to shape their writing identity. How might
schools provide students with the opportunity to shape writing identities as rich, if
not richer, than reading identities?
Writing was perceived as a skill that ensured a good future. One wrote to
become a better writer so that one day one might write a good resume or good
college entrance essay and gain the opportunity to do more writing. Rebecca
gave several examples of why writing is important:
Rebecca: Because, it teaches you - I guess writing is extremely
important so that you don't end up talking like, "Hi, my name
Rebecca," or something like that. It helps you understand how to
actually speak in the real world.
CR: Can you say more about that?
REBECCA: Well, I don't know. So I had this - so people don't like people always bring this up, so that you're not in a job interview for
right after college and you say like, you make stupid mistakes with
your grammar, like you say "Hi, my name Rebecca," or something
like that. (September 26, 2014, 344-353)

Writing promotes good grammar use and makes one sound intelligent, which
makes it easier to get a job. She also described how and why she practiced
writing more deliberately than reading:
Rebecca: Um, I guess, mostly for the writing thing, because I don't
really have to worry about reading, but, I guess when it's like,
homework, I know that I have to get it done or else I'll like, fail the
class, and I can't let that happen?
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CR: Why?
REBECCA: Because, I don't know, because I want to go to college,
and I can't fail. And, like, to be a teacher, you can't really fail
classes. (September 26, 2014, 361-366)
Reading was a skill Rebecca felt confident about, but writing is more tenuous for
her. Written performance was equated with being a good student and,
eventually, a good teacher – not because Rebecca thinks of teachers as good
writers, but because Rebecca thought a teacher must get good grades.
Future Research
Rural Schools as Rich Sites for Research
An unanticipated benefit of conducting research at this site was the
ability to interview participants who were part of a school cohort. As a school
with, in many cases, only one teacher per grade, nearly all of the participants in
this study experienced the same classes, curriculum, sports, electives, and
enrichment opportunities over a period of several years. It seemed that, in this
environment, the curriculum repeats annually with few changes to the units
taught or books assigned. Nearly every participant described the same
hallmark literacy experiences from year to year in elementary and middle
school – reading about Anne Frank and Helen Keller, writing a letter to your
future self, researching the risks and benefits of cell phone use in school. As
stated above, all participants engaged in a structured SSR program, where they
read books of their choosing and discussed them with a teacher. While not
representing a controlled environment, this cohort model of students and the
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consistency of teachers and curriculum contributed to the possibility of
distinguishing participants’ literacy orientations above and beyond their literacy
practices.
Conducting phenomenological research in such a setting revealed a
series of differentiated reactions to the same phenomena. This would be less
likely if I had conducted this research at a larger site that housed multiple
teachers per grade, had a variety of feeder elementary schools, or organized
their courses by topic or ability. This site happened to be small and stable – an
ideal environment for understanding the broad pedagogical narrative of this
particular school. Participants’ reports about the purpose and benefits of
literacy reflect their participation in this narrative; where these reports differ, it
becomes easier to see which ideas might be unique to that participant’s
experience.
Limitations of this Study
As stated in Chapter 3, this study was not designed to produce
generalizable findings; rather, it was intended to shed light on the experiences
of a particular group of participants within a given context – eighth and ninth
graders within a small, rural school that housed middle and high school. It was
also pointed out that the rural setting in which these participants live can be
seen as atypical, due to the internet access available in this area as a way to
attract a seasonal tourist population. Lastly, that the term “rural” is broad and
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does not speak to the particular cultural or linguistic characteristics of a broad
array of rural areas throughout the United States; this study addresses the
experiences of participants living in a rural part of Northern New England.
Areas for Future Research
The sustainability of rural communities continues to be an area of interest
in the literature, and the strength of rural schools plays a large role in the ability
of a rural community to endure.

However, the idea that rural communities

endure, even in the face of ongoing industrialization and globalization, runs
counter to the intrinsic metrocentrism (Go, 2014) that drives most educational
policy discussions.
Investigating post-secondary success. The primary impetus for this study
was the lack of persistence among rural youth in post-secondary programming;
other ways to explore this phenomenon would be to conduct a larger-scale
study amongst college-aged youth, or to conduct a longitudinal follow-up with
these same participants ten years from now. As participants’ interpretation of
their future was one determining factor in the formation of the literacy
orientation categories, it seems logical to follow up and see if and how their
literacy orientations play out as they move into adulthood. An investigation of
the efficacy of comprehensive writing programs in relation to college enrollment
and persistence would be particularly interesting. In theory, there is a mismatch
between the pedagogical aim of literacy in K-12 schooling and the literacy
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expectations of postsecondary life. A rich investigation into the relationship
between the two would benefit students and educators at all levels.
More specifically with regard to this study, Donehower, Hogg & Shell
(2007) raised questions about rural students’ lack of persistence and the theory
that their rural upbringing, which implies a difference in academic exposure and
experiences, posed a barrier to post-secondary success. This, in turn, presents a
challenge to the sustainability of rural communities, as students who drop out of
rural high schools and colleges are less likely to become employed. They noted
that self-identified “rural” students felt out of place in university settings and were
often uncomfortable with the literacy tasks with which they were presented in
that context. Would the students from this study experience a similar “fish-out-ofwater” phenomenon in a college environment, particularly one in an urban
setting? And if so, what measures could high schools and universities take to
anticipate the challenges common to college students with a rural upbringing?
Determination of literacy orientations. One wonders whether a replication
of this study would reveal similar insights about literacy orientations and the
tension between reading and writing in other rural locations – i.e. in the
American south, in Appalachia, in the American Southwest – and with
participants whose cultural and linguistic identities represent the persons living
there. This is especially true since the participants in this study did not identify
their community as being rural. It would be interesting to determine how
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participants of the same age in rurally designated areas identify themselves and
their geographic homes.
Another suggestion for future research is to investigate the applicability of
the literacy orientations that emerged in this study – both with other participants
from rural areas and participants from urban and suburban areas. It is not clear
if these orientations are unique to this population or are in any way related to
the fact that the participants come from a rural area. While the need for more
research about literacy among rural adolescents is clear, it is not clear the
extent to which geography plays a role in participants’ literacy practices, values
and beliefs.
Investigating writing avoidance. A surprising finding from this study was
the reticence participants show toward both formal, school-sponsored writing
and informal posting on social media and other websites. It would behoove
future researchers to take a closer look at this, and determine the extent to
which avoidance of writing in academically sanctioned and unsanctioned
spaces are connected. It would also be interesting to see if this reticence goes
away over time and, if so, what factors influence this development. Do
participants become more comfortable in one arena or both? As asked above,
is being from a rural area really a factor? What other factors play into this
phenomenon?
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Education as a key to rural sustainability. Students from rural communities
may not realize how important they are to the survival of their schools and
communities. A challenge that continues to face rural communities and schools
is declining enrollment in local schools and a dearth of young people remaining
in the community after graduation(Tolbert, Irwin, Lyson, & Nucci, 2002). One
means of addressing declining enrollment in rural schools is school consolidation
(A. Howley et al., 2012). Another is growing the population of rural areas
through economic development; higher education opportunities and college
degree attainment is seen as essential to the sustainability of rural communities
(Burr, 2006).
In this study, participants’ perceptions of their community as being like a
city or suburb reflects their own metrocentrism. They seem to situate themselves
in a hypothetical urban landscape, fueled by the image of American towns and
suburbs that are portrayed in the media. The internet provides a level playing
ground for interacting with people from all over the world, and a sense of
connectedness that might have been missing from a town like Mountainville
even ten years ago. That said, Rebecca recognizes that she is unlikely to get
work as an interior designer in a place like Mountainville; that is to say, she may
recognize that the values at work and the opportunities for employment in the
urban center she references- New York City- are different than the values and
opportunities presented to her if she lives in Mountainville as an adult.
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Rebecca’s circumstances are framed within her given community and the
world at large. Her interests represent an awareness of a field and market that is
not sustainable in her rural community.
The desire to travel that signifies participants as Aspirational Creators also
may signify a challenge to the idea of sustainability – if students graduating from
Mountainville leave and never come back, how will Mountainville survive? And
yet, if students graduating from Mountainville view their literacy practices as
primarily a way to maintain grades or attain a certain standard of living, do they
run the risk of not being successful readers and writers in a college environment,
when faced with greater complexity of tasks, demands for more flexible thinking
and the lack of immediate reward for their work?
Implications
In this study, I asked about the literacy practices, values and beliefs of
rural adolescents, in the hope that the meaning students make of these aspects
of their literate lives might shed light on the role literacy might play in their future.
I learned that these students consume print and digital media to dizzying effect,
and yet many struggle to understand how to contribute to the creative culture
that they so enjoy. This is, perhaps, illuminating with respect to the question of
college preparedness. If colleges are expecting students to create, design and
present original material, then even voracious readers, however academically
successful, may flounder.
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The tension between reading and writing evinced by the participants of
this study indicates that reading takes precedence over writing in their schooland home-based literacy practices. The Mountainville school district has built a
comprehensive and structured program to encourage reading, and has
apparently conveyed to students a consistent message about the importance
of reading for purposes of personal and academic enrichment. However, as is
consistent with historical and contemporary precedents laid out by Brandt
(2015), writing is secondary to reading as a literacy practice at Mountainville.
The purpose of writing was not as apparent to the students who
participated in this study, certainly not with as much depth and clarity as has
reading. Participants internalized the idea that writing is necessary for success in
post-secondary life; however, their vision of how that might look was consistent
with their daily experiences with writing, which are dictated by formatting
guidelines, rubric-based assessments, and the length of words, sentences and
paragraphs. Yancey (2009) identified writing as taking precedence over
reading when one enters post-secondary programs, such as college, and
Brandt (2015) identified a similar finding for people entering the workplace. As
such, in order to better foster college and job readiness, it bears consideration
that k-12 schools consider a radical shift in the way they teach (and talk about)
writing. With this in mind, I recommend we consider the following with regard to
literacy instruction going forward:
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1. Fostering college-ready thinking
2. Privileging student choice
3. Promoting the practice and purpose of writing
College-ready Thinking
Participants’ varying literacy orientations indicate that the consistent
literacy practices they engaged in at school (and, to a large part, at home) do
not result in shared literacy beliefs and values. Accordingly, structuring an
educational program where students write more may not necessarily be
sufficient to achieve the aim of fostering college readiness. It appears that
students’ thinking needs to shift – their perception of themselves as consumers of
literature, or receivers of knowledge, will not necessarily benefit them in
environments where they are expected to create new knowledge. To achieve
this, the way educational systems structure literacy instruction needs to privilege
writing over reading, using a mentorship model as described by Brandt (2015).
Instead, teachers and students may benefit from having consistent and
thoughtful conversations about the purpose of writing in a variety of contexts.
Critical thinking and problem-solving as impetuses for written work may promote
the kind of flexible, analytical and creative thinking that may benefit students in
their future lives. The role of reflection cannot be overemphasized – without it,
students are going through the motions, and may not internalize the lessons
teachers are trying to communicate.
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Privileging Student Choice
Furthermore, literacy programs should privilege student choice, not just
as a way to “hook” students, but as a way to facilitate richer learning
experiences as readers and writers. The participants in this study universally
expressed preference for reading and writing assignments that they chose over
the ones that were chosen for them, and for assignments that allowed them to
move at their own pace. Choice could extend beyond topics of study to
include the format and forums for written and read work. For example, many of
the young adults in Brandt’s (2015) study found writing mentorship in out-ofschool settings like spoken word events to better connect their sense of
themselves as authors with professional mentors and an authentic audience.
Whether or not students aspire to being professional writing, it stands to reason
that students who learn to make purposeful choices about their own learning
will be more comfortable in a university or work place where they are suddenly
given a great deal of agency and are expected to problem-solve and
produce.
Promoting the Practice and Purpose of Writing
School promotes one way of learning and thinking that may or may not
provide a navigable matrix for students. However, this does not mean that all
students are not reading, writing, thinking, communicating, creating, competing
and achieving in other ways. It’s clear from speaking with these ten young
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people that they enjoy reading, that it enriches their lives and provides new
ways for them to think about the world. The rest is not so clear. Reluctance to
write extends to students’ participation in social media, digital communication
and so on – presumably from fear of negative perception or feedback. And
therein lies the challenge for teachers. Writing is an outward and visible sign of
students’ learning, as opposed to the invisible processes of reading. We can
know that students learn by reading but how can we prove it if they don’t write
about it? And if students don’t prove what they know, how can they achieve?
The more academically successful students in this study, Jonathan,
Rebecca, Kate, and Jeffrey, were the ones willing to put effort in even when it
was “boring” or felt like a chore. However, they were not necessarily the ones to
recognize ways to integrate literacy into their lives above the requirements of
school or the desire for personal enrichment. Brandt’s (2015) work provides a
larger social context in which these practices make sense – the “prestige”
associated with reading and the utility of writing, developing in rivalry with one
another as students explore and express language and literacy from early
childhood through early high school. However, participants perceive both
reading and writing as skills that will “pay off” in the future – in postsecondary
education and/or employment, and this belief is what motivates them to
continue developing as readers and writers. Ironically, the kind of education
they are receiving is not necessarily preparing them for the kinds of literacy
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practices they will encounter as future college students and employees. The
drive to inspire, connect, and communicate that is expressed by aspirational
creators offers a way for educators and researchers to think about helping
students be more prepared for college – not necessarily through academic skill
development, but by encouraging students to think in creative ways about the
purposes of literacy, in and outside of school.
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Brandt's Interview
Protocol
1.
Date of Birth

Kid-friendly Questions (and prompts for
clarification)
What's your birthday?

2. Place of Birth

And do you know where you were born?

3. Place of Rearing

And did you grow up there?

4. Gender/race

What do you consider your gender and race to
be?

5. Culture/Ethnicity

Do you ever think about your family's
culture? Like, my mom is Irish, and my dad is
German, and sometimes they talk about
that. Does that ever come up at your house?
Do you have any special kinds of foods that your
family makes for special occasions?

6. Urbanicity

7. Type of household
(childhood)

Do you know what they would think of your
culture as being?
Do you consider yourself to have grown up in the
country, in a suburb, or in the city?
What is/was that like?
When you were really little, what was your
household like? What was your family like and
what was your house like?
What was it like living there? Why? Was it a
happy kind of house to live in growing up?

8. Type of household
(current)

Compared to then, does it still feel the same? Or
has it changed?

9. Parents’/guardians’
schooling and
occupations, if known

So in terms of your family history, how much do
you know about the way your mom grew up?
What does your mom do for a job right now? Do
you know?
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Has she done the same job their whole life? As
far as you know?
Do you know if she went to college or not? Do
you know where?
Does she ever talk about what school was like for
her?
What does she think? About school?
Did she like her classes and stuff?
Did she ever say if she got good grades or not?
10. Grandparents’
schooling and
occupations, if known
11. Great-grandparents’
schooling and
occupations, if known
12. Parents’/guardians’
schooling and
occupations, if known

Do you know what your mom's parents did or do
for jobs?
What about your great grandparents, do you
know anything about them?
What about your dad? What does he do for a
job?
Has he done the same job their whole life? As far
as you know?
Did he go to college? Do you know?
Does he ever talk about what it was like for him
to go to school?
Does he ever say if he got good grades or not?
Does he ever remember if he liked school? Or if
he thought it was boring?
Do you know what his parents do or did for work?

13. Grandparents’
schooling and
occupations, if known

What about your great grandparents?
Does your dad ever talk about what it was like for
him growing up?
What was it like for him?

14. Names and
locations of all schools
attended

Do you know what the name of your school was
before you came here?

15. Other training

And what about before that?
And where do you go now?
Have you learned any other skills outside of
school - like I know Zackery does the firefighter
stuff - do you learn any other skills or activities?

16. Past/current/future
occupations
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Example is "Babysitting"
What's the babysitting degree about?
What do you have to learn to be able to help
those kids?
Are there classes? Or do you learn it by
watching? Who's the person you go to?
Do you have any idea what kind of job you
might want when you're older?
Why?

Early Childhood Memories The next part is about your memories, as a kid,
especially the memories connected to reading
and writing.
17.
Earliest memories
of seeing other people
writing/reading

18.
Earliest memories
of self writing/reading

What are your earliest memories of other people
reading and writing?
Could you describe what your bedroom looked
like when you were really little?
Do you remember what was in your room? Did
you have toys and stuff?
Do you remember what books you had?
Did you have crayons? Did you draw or write
with crayons?
Do you remember any books that your mom or
dad read to you? Did you have any favorites?
What was it like to read books with your mom
and dad when you were little?
What did you used to read to them?
Would you read to them or would you talk them
through the pictures?
What are your earliest memories of someone
actually teaching you to read?
Did you like it? And it is ok if you didn't!
What about at home or anywhere else? Did your
parents ever try to teach you to read?
Do you remember, when your parents would
read to you, would they ask you questions? Like
what?
Would your teachers at preschool do that, too?
What about for writing?

19.
Memories of
places writing/reading
occurred

20. Occasions
associated with
writing/reading
21.
People associated
with writing/reading

22.
Organizations
associated with
writing/reading

Page 191
What about with your parents? Would you ever
do any writing at home with them?
What do you think was the point of the things you
wrote when you were little?
Would you ever use the writing for something
other than practice? Like, would you write your
friend a note?
Like birthday cards, I would write my name in the
birthday card.
What are some things or places that you think of
when you think of reading and writing? Where
do reading and writing happen, in your opinion?
Where are some places outside of your house
where reading and writing could happen? Not
just for you, for anybody.
What are the kinds of buildings or - do you know
the word institutions? Like, companies, like things
like, the places where other people, like
grownups or kids, might read and write? Where
does reading and writing happen?
Explain the word "occasion" as "a time or an
event." What is a "time or an event" you think of
when you think of reading and writing?
Who do you think of when you think of people
who read and write a lot? Who reads and writes
a lot for their jobs?
Any in particular?
Who else do you think of? What other kinds of
jobs use reading and writing a lot?
Do you think of writing and typing as the same?
What do you think is the point of writing - whether
you write with a pen or type on the computer?

Explain - organizations - and - associations.
Which organizations do you associate with
reading and writing?
What's different - you're telling me a lot about
what you read and write in school now - how
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does that compare to when you were little? Are
the books you read now different?
What's the difference between a little kid book
and a chapter book?
What about writing when you are little versus
writing when you are big?
Are there any differences in what you may write
about when you are little, versus when you are
big?
23.
Materials available
for writing/reading

When you were little, what kinds of reading and
writing materials would be in your house?
Were those things yours? Or were they your
mom's and dad's?
What about things that you read? Were there
just books? Or were there magazines and stuff,
too?

24.
Kinds of materials
used

Were there just kids’ books or were there grown
up books, too?

25.
Ways materials
entered households

Would your family order those magazines to
come in the mail? Would your mom buy books?
Would you go to the library with your mom?

26.
Role of
technologies

Did you have any technology in your house
when you were little? Do you remember cell
phones or computers or anything?
What was the computer for? For example, bills,
games, work...?

Writing and Reading in
School
27. Earliest memories of
writing/reading in school

What are your memories like of being a first or
second grader in school?
Who were your teachers?
Do you remember if they were nice or mean?
Do you remember any kids in your class from
when you were little?
Were your friends good or sometimes bad in
class? What about you?
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28.
Memories of kinds
of writing/reading done in
school

What kinds of things would you do for reading
when you were in first or second grade?
What would teachers read to you?
Did you like those books? Which did you like the
best? Why?
And teachers would read these to you? Would
they ask questions?
Would you ever have to write about what you
were reading with teachers?
Did you ever have to fill out a paper about it?
What was your homework like? Ex. Spelling
homework
Did you like making up your own sentences?
Would you try to make them interesting in some
way?
How would you make a sentence funny?

29.
Memories of selfinstruction

Do you remember ever trying to teach yourself
something? Or trying to figure something out?
What kinds of things would you do to try to learn
it?
Why did you want to learn how to do it?

30.
Memories of peer
instruction

Do you ever remember someone your own age
teaching you something? It doesn't have to be
a school thing - it can be anything.
Define "evaluation" - describe as grades, stars,
taking a test, getting feedback from a teacher.
Do you remember any times that happened,
from a teacher?
Was this for how your work was, or how you
behaved?

31.
Memories of
evaluation

32.
Kinds of materials
used

What were the things teachers would want you
to read or write, besides picture books or spelling
homework?
Would you ever have to write something for
science? Or math?

33.
Use of
assignments/other school
writing and reading

34.
Audiences of
school-based writing
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Did you ever have to read or write the kinds of
things you would do for a project? Would you
have a paper to read that told you what to do?
As you got older, would you use more writing in a
project?
Who would read what you wrote for school?
Who would look at the projects that went up for
people to see?

35.
Knowledge drawn
on to complete
assignments

What did you need to know to do your
homework, when you were younger, in school?

36.
Resources drawn
on to complete
assignments

What kind of stuff would you need to have to do
your work in school?

37.
Kinds of materials
available for schoolbased writing/reading

Did you always have what you needed to do
your homework?
Did you have what you needed at school?

38. Role of technologies

Did you have technology at your elementary
school?
When is the first time you remember using a
computer at school?
What do you use computers for now?
Do you use them a lot, or just a little bit?

Writing and Reading with
Peers
39.
Memories of
sharing writing and
reading

When you are reading something interesting, do
you tell your friends or classmates about it?
When do you do this? What do you say? How
do they react?
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What about your writing - do you show your
friends or classmates?
When do you do this? What do you say? How
do they react?
40.
Memories of writing
and reading to/with
friends
Who are your best friends right now?
Do you ever read or write with your friends?
Do you read out loud to your friends?
Do you ever write to your friends? A text, an
email, a note?
41.
Memories of writing When you play with your friends, do you ever
and reading in play
include writing or reading?
42.
Memories of
seeing friends reading
When do you notice your friends reading? When
and writing
do you notice your friends writing?
43.
Memories of
reading friends’ writing
Do your friends ever share their writing with you?
Do they ever write to you?
Extracurricular Writing and
Reading
44.
Organizations or
activities that may have
involved writing or
Do you belong to any clubs or groups where you
reading
have to read or write?
What kinds of things do you read? What kinds of
things do you write?
45.
Writing contests,
pen pals, and so forth
Have you ever entered a writing contest?
Do you, or did you ever, have a pen pal?
How do you communicate with friends who are
far away?
What role do writing and reading play in the way
you communicate (i.e. via Facebook)
Self-Initiated Writing or
Reading
46.
Purposes for writing
and reading at different
Have you ever written "for fun"? Did do this when
stages
you were little? How about now?
Have you ever read "for fun"? Did you do this
when you were little? How about now?

47.

Genres

48. Audiences/uses

49. Teaching/learning
involved

Civic or Political Writing
50.
Purposes for writing
and reading at different
stages

51.

Genres

52. Audiences/uses

53. Teaching/learning
involved

Influential People
54. Memories of people
who had a hand in one’s
learning to write or read

Influential Events
55. Significant events in
the process of learning to
write
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What kinds of things do you read or write "for
fun?"
Do you always read or write the same kinds of
things, or do you "mix it up" sometimes? (sci-fi,
mystery, fanfic)
Who reads what you write "For fun" - do you
publish it online? Show it to a teacher, or a
friend?
What do you learn from reading or writing "for
fun"? Do you ever use this to teach someone
else?

Have you ever written about a cause that was
important to you? Did do this when you were
little? How about now?
Have you ever read about a cause that was
important to you? Did you do this when you were
little? How about now?
What kinds of things do you read or write about
important causes?
Do you write for the newspaper? Have you
given a speech?
Who reads what you write about causes or
issues- do you publish it online? Show it to a
teacher, or a friend?
What do you learn from reading or writing about
causes? Do you ever use this to teach someone
else?

Who inspires you to read and write?
Who "bugs" you about reading and writing - who
discourages you?

When did reading and/or writing "click" for you?
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When did you decide reading and/or writing
"weren't for you."
Purposes for Writing and
Reading Overall
Values
56. Relative Importance
of Writing and Reading

57. Motivations

58. Consequences

Current Uses of Reading
and Writing
59. All reading and
writing done in the six
months prior to the
interview

Sense of Literacy Learning
60. Interviewee’s own
sense of how he or she
learned to read and write
61. Sense of how people
in general learn to read
and write
Is reading/writing a
different experience for you

Why is reading important?
Why is writing important?
Are there times when reading is a useful skill?
When is that?
Are there times when writing is a useful skill?
When is that?
What makes you want to read?
What makes you want to write?
What motivates you to read and/or write, even
when you don't want to?
Is there a "pay off" to reading? What are the
benefits of reading?
Is there a "pay off" to writing? What are the
benefits of writing?
Are there consequences to not reading or
writing? What might happen if you choose not
to read or write?

Tell me what you've been reading, on your own
or at school, since last spring.
Tell me what you've been writing, on your own or
at school, since last spring.
Given all the things you've remembered and told
me, how would you sum up you learned to read?
How you learned to write?
How do you think people (in general) learn to
read? How do they learn to write?
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as a teenager than as a
child? Why?
In general, do you think
reading/writing is different
for teens than children?
How much do you think
growing up in a rural setting
has impacted your
reading/writing?
How might it be different if
you lived in a city?
In general, do you think
reading/writing is different
for people who grow up
here than people who
group in a city?
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